Standing Conference of representatives of Economic/Social History

11 December 1998 

Institute of Historical Research, London

The Council of the Economic History Society decided last year to convene a standing conference of heads of economic/social history with the broad aim of strengthening the institutional links between the Council and universities and colleges in the UK.  The first meeting was held at the Institute of Historical Research in London. It was convened and chaired by Bob Millward whilst Patrick O’Brien, the President of the Society, gave an opening address. Every university/college which had showed an interest in the conference was invited to send a representative whilst certain other learned societies as well as some young historians were also invited.  A list of those present is attached.

Chairman’s Opening remarks

In his opening remarks Patrick O’Brien said that the origins of the conference lay in the perceived, but not yet fully comprehended, crisis in economic and social history in UK higher education – a crisis which was also occurring in Europe, Australia and Canada and stemmed from a fall in demand for the services of teachers of economic and social history. A similar conference had been held approximately 18 months ago, when there was widespread demand that Council do something to address this decline. Council set up a Strategy Group, under the direction of Pat Hudson, and the recommendations of the Group were studied by the Executive in June and September and by Council in October of this year. The Council are developing and acting on these recommendations stage by stage and have already implemented the recommendation to offer postgraduate and postdoctoral Fellowships; three will be offered in 1999/2000 – the Power, the Postan and the Tawney Fellowships. Another recommendation was that there be a Standing Conference of representatives from every UK higher education institution where economic and social history was taught, whether located in autonomous departments, in schools or faculties.

Patrick O’Brien appealed to all delegates to take back to their colleagues the message that the Economic History Society was the national body of all teachers and researchers of economic and social history and existed to promote the subject and to conserve their interests. Colleagues should be encouraged to come to meetings and conferences, to read the Review and to tell the Society how the subject might be promoted.

Responses to the February 1998 Questionnaire

Bob Millward opened a session on the responses to a questionnaire which had been circulated to 23 colleagues in universities and colleges throughout the UK in February 1998. His report on the responses had been circulated with the agenda. One of the issues was the role of economic and social history (ESH) staff in economics departments. Tim Hatton pointed out that journals like the EHR and JEH were classed as core journals by the Economics RAE panel; this information needed broadcasting since it could help the diffusion of ESH in economics departments. Jay Kleinberg commented on the tightening of resources and budget cuts in departments. There was a need to tackle the notion that humanities students were cheap to teach. That made us less viable and put us in danger of having to teach more students just to stand still. Judith Rowbotham felt that the links between the Economic History Society, the Social History Society and others must be made more explicit. There was a need to reinforce the ways in which economic historians and social historians worked and collaborated together, to be seen as a force within history; decoupling would diminish our impact in the RAE and the ESRC.

Trends in Recruitment

Huw Bowen reported on the abrupt, literally shocking, decline in the number of applications for single honours ESH in 1995, due to the restructuring of UCAS forms and the decline in demand from A-level students. He believed the future for A-level economic and social history was bleak. At Leicester, they tended to keep the students they taught in the first and second years. They attracted students from other degree programmes of the university and generated a net inflow into 2nd year. They feel they can offer a subject that is attractive and well taught. ESH is now more than holding its own with other disciplines and they are reinforcing this with a vigorous recruitment strategy – relentless publicity, mailshots, targeting history teachers of A-level students. This has been linked explicitly to the leaflet ‘History with a Difference’ and they are involved in the organisation of a regional Conference which will take place in March at Rugby School. Tim Rooth reported a similar marked decline in ESH student numbers at Portsmouth since 1995, largely mirroring what was happening elsewhere in England. Survival had depended on running fewer options. They have opened up the core of their degree to students from other disciplines and it  seemed that the best prospect lay in developing relations with the Business and Management sector and expanding student enrolment from business studies.

Several delegates commented on how the pattern of student numbers was different in Scotland. George Peden reported that the number of students studying ESH courses at Stirling had hardly changed over the years. Tom Tomlinson observed that the usual reason given for the strength of ESH in Scotland was the broad structure of the degree courses, with no single honours entry for ESH. Both said the number of students studying economics was declining and whilst there was no doubt they could continue to employ economic and social historians, the real problem was what they were going to do about instructing students in economics. There did appear to be some elements of an institutional  crisis in Scotland since there were now only two separate ESH departments – at Glasgow and Edinburgh. It was important generally to be flexible, to be prepared to adapt what we teach so that it was relevant to a much wider audience.

Views of four young economic/social historians

Pat Hudson introduced the panel of speakers and warmly welcomed them to the conference.

William Ashworth opened the session by suggesting that economic history needed to address its image as perceived by those outside – middle aged men in suits, few women, narrow. There was a need to reflect upon and reform its social structure, to attract younger people and more women. It was perceived by students and some academics as uninteresting, being dominated by an obsession with quantification. Economic history as a subject had not broadened its outlook and needed to embrace new approaches stemming from other disciplines.

Francesca Carnevali felt that the future of economic history was bright, based on personal experience at Birmingham where ESH was now part of a wider school of history and related studies. Many students from the traditional history section  were now doing ESH. She also felt her involvement with the Women’s Committee of the Society had been very fruitful. They had had very successful conferences in 1997 and 1998 where there was a feeling that what they did was really worth doing.

Jane Whittle also felt women’s history has caused her to pay attention to issues that she might have ignored. She saw the future of economic history in a positive way. The decline of separate economic history departments could have beneficial effects by solving some of the recruitment problems.

Andy Wood suggested that the future of economic history lay in breaking down barriers. If the field of economic history was conceived in narrow terms there would be problems. He urged us to adopt Tawney’s definition of economic history – broader and more holistic. Economic history and social history should not conceive of themselves as separate disciplines. The two can and should speak to one another in a constructive fashion.

ESRC Matters

Patrick O’Brien expressed concern at the dramatic fall in applications for research grants and studentships from economic and social historians and indicated that this decline was significantly greater than in other subjects. Concern was also expressed by several speakers about the large number of departments which had lost ESRC Mode A recognition for research students. It was reported that the ESRC are looking into the whole recognition process and there will be a consultation in 2000 and an interim recognition exercise in 1999. Bob Morris asked that any rewriting of conditions for recognition should be done with care; in his view the notion that all postgrad ESH students should have a knowledge of both economic theory and social theory needed reviewing. Other speakers called for more interaction with applicant institutions and greater consistency between recognition exercises in applying guidelines.

Anne Laurence (the Chair of the liaison group of the EH Society, the Social History Society and ESRC) reported that Martin Kender, an official of ESRC, had indicated there was a good deal of renegotiation to be done regarding recognition of universities as outlets for ESRC studentships for advanced courses and doctoral research. There were also issues about franchising, distance learning and regional co-operation which, she said, Martin Kender had indicated as routes which the Societies could be exploring much more actively.

Benchmarking

Martin Daunton, a member of the Benchmarking Panel of the Quality Assurance Agency, described their first draft report. He said the document might appear vague but the alternative was to be much tighter and more prescriptive, which was probably not what history academics wanted. The draft document seemed to be couched in an arts and humanities framework and many social science issues, such as those mentioned at the Conference, had not been recognised. Several speakers said it was important to keep the document open. There was also a need for a statement in the document which recognised that one major tradition of this country was to teach history within the social science context. There was some concern that the document had not been circulated systematically to university departments, with some of the delegates receiving the document by way of colleagues. The benchmarking criteria will be trialled in Scotland (with the exception of Strathclyde and Aberdeen Universities) and in Wales at Aberystwyth, Caernarfon, Cardiff, Lampeter, Swansea and Trinity College. Jay Kleinberg expressed concern that the document only spoke to single honours history courses whilst Anne Laurence suggested there would be serious problems for those departments with joint honours and modular degrees.

Perspectives on the discipline from a Senior Economic Historian

Avner Offer gave a wide ranging and provocative talk on “Whither Economic and Social History?” Data on single honours admissions to UK universities since 1981 suggested history was still growing in absolute terms, that economics had flattened out and that ESH was declining. The data are complicated by the change in the UCCA system in 1992 but it is clear that economics, history and ESH are all experiencing a decline in their shares of the total since 1992 with business studies showing a large rise. He suggested that changes in the popularity of a subject are often due to fluctuations in impressions which students have of how important and successful a subject is in helping them to understand themselves and to understand and work in the world in which they lived. Lifestyle issues were becoming more important than concern about GDP. At the same time ESH is a discipline which, perhaps more than any other, gives its teachers a licence to take an encompassing view of society. Looking at old questions with new perspectives is one of our strengths and should be exploited more. (Copies of Avner’s notes and data may be obtained from the Society’s Administrative Secretary.)

Report on recent departmental mergers

Several colleagues had been asked to talk about their recent experiences with mergers and this generated a lively discussion. Donald Woodward reported on the merger with economics at Hull. He felt ESH would survive as a subject area albeit in a world of enormous change.  The future was uncertain, and would probably involve more service teaching in economics.

Alan Fowler outlined the situation at Manchester Metropolitan where ESH had moved out of a department with economists into a new Department of History and Economic History, but still located in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. The change had been made largely because the management of the university could not see the argument for economic history and history being separate since they were both in the same research and teaching exercises. An additional factor was that they all participated in their MA in the History of the Manchester Region – a course which attracted a wide range of students. It was difficult to contradict the university management view. Alan Fowler felt that one of the effects of these changes would be a slow running down of the teaching of ESH to economics students. Both economics and history student numbers were unlikely to rise but their main concern was to defend ESH as a subject area with a need to show that they were different and that the subject had much to offer intellectually.

ESH at both Liverpool and Birmingham had merged with History. Both moves contained the potential of new high quality students who could, with good grace from traditional historians, be nurtured on to ESH courses. The same opportunity was reported by John Latham for Swansea and Steve Tolliday for Leeds. Rick Garside said they had made it clear at Birmingham that they were determined to keep links with social sciences by whatever means proved appropriate. There was less money available in the new arts setting though ESH are net income earners in the department which was a plus factor with respect to their new colleagues.  Rory Miller suggested that the merger at Liverpool had bequeathed some financial problems. Research was developing well and everybody in the department had found the change a very positive experience and this created a sense of community. There were problems with quantitative methods and IT, the rationale for which was not so obvious to some of the military historians in the department and there was also concern over staffing with possibly three retirements of people who carried a lot of teaching. Bruce Campbell said the staffing problem at Belfast was one of ensuring they got a good short list for new posts. Patrick O’Brien commented that a crucial long-term problem for the Economic History Society related to appointments. It was critical to maintain numbers.

Future Business

The conference closed with a discussion of future agenda items for the Standing Conference and the following decisions were taken:

a)
It was agreed that the Standing Conference should attempt to generate a good flow of information with respect to the RAE, ESRC, IEHA, AHRB.

b)
It was important that academics serving on such bodies be encouraged to address the Standing Conference and not leave it to administrators.

c)
Several members of the Standing Conference welcomed the discussion of the subject’s boundaries and courses and of research which takes the subject further. The ‘intellectual’ sessions within the day should be continued, including a short lecture by a senior academic.

d)
One of the useful features of the Standing Conference was the range of universities/colleges represented allowing a better understanding of what was happening elsewhere. It was hoped that this networking function of the Standing Conference would be continued and developed further.

e)
Members of the Standing Conference were asked to write to the Society’s officers (President, Secretary etc.) letting them know if there were things which the Society ought to be doing and to indicate what things could be done better.

f)
It was agreed to chase up those universities/colleges not currently on the list.

g)
The Society hoped to set up a database of all those concerned with economic and social history. One colleague said this would strengthen our hand with bodies like the ESRC and it was agreed that a questionnaire should be designed and sent to all on the Standing Conference list.

h)
The Standing Conference should probably meet twice a year in the first few years.  It was agreed that invitations to suggest agenda items should be sent to members of the Standing Conference well in advance of each meeting.

Professor Bob Millward

University of Manchester
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