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Like almost everyone I know, I spent the days after 23rd June in stunned bereavement, wrestling with anger and guilt. At the same time, I have tried to understand what happened. 

A first reflection is that the result is uncannily similar to the French referendum of 1969, which was ostensibly on decentralization. In reality it was a vote of confidence in General de Gaulle. The voters answered the question that was not on the ballot paper, and with a 52% ‘No’ vote, the General resigned. In the UK today, we urgently need to understand what questions were being answered behind the ostensible in/out question. The resignations of politicians are probably the least disturbing of the many consequences.

A second reflection is that there is a very wide gap between the Leave and Remain sides. I know almost no ‘Leavers’, but the tradesman doing work on my house said we were the only Remainers he has met. It suggests that there are deep social and cultural (class) divisions, which we need to understand if we are to make any progress in addressing them.

My third reflection is that the referendum result will in the short term exacerbate the trend against languages in the UK. The take up of languages in schools has mirrored the state of enthusiasm for Europe, since the high point in the mid-1990s, following the creation of the Single Market. The trend has been particularly severe for French and German, both of which have declined sharply.

The academic community in French must stand alongside colleagues in all other languages. The immediate need will be to ‘sauver les meubles’, limiting the damage inflicted by Brexit as far as possible, for example, by staying in the ERASMUS programme and in the European research area, as far as possible. This should be as achievable for the UK as it currently is for Switzerland or Norway, but will require some effective lobbying to achieve.

In the longer term, the UK (or its successors) will still need to develop global relationships in the public and private sectors, and will need at least some British employees that are able to understand and communicate with international partners in their own language. At the same time, our young people and our cultural elites will still enjoy discovering the culture of other countries, particularly that of our close neighbours.

We will therefore need to redouble our efforts to widen access to language studies, and make them attractive to school students who currently drop them at the first opportunity. We will also have to find the social and cultural purposes that will be served by the specialist study of other languages, cultures and societies in universities. 

Fortunately, there are tools at our disposal. For example, the Routes into languages programme has developed a network of partners across England and Wales, and a battery of schemes for drawing more young people into studying languages. The AHRC’s ‘Translating Cultures’ and ‘Open World’ programmes are developing innovative new research approaches to languages and cultures. These are test beds for the collaborations that will be needed.

Perhaps the most important lesson is that the future of French, and of other languages, will require creative thinking and collaborative action across the academic community. Divided, we will fall, but working together we can still build a viable future for languages.

What doe the rext vote mean orus?

Mo Koty
UniversiyofSouranpion

ko amostoveryono now, spadh days aflr25°
e beravenar. g wihange Sn3 Ul AL e
e, v o unarsans wht rappare

st octon sttt oy s o e Franc
Tolronm of 1963, whch s oslnsbly ondeconlzsion. '
Toaity 1 vas a vt o condonco i Gonara do Gl Thavolrs.
rvered ha Guesion ot w10 1 il papr, a8
2% T v, ho Gonoral roskgac I 0 UK oy, wo gorty
e i wnal auestons warobond v e
s crancble ot vt Tho rounasans o ks
Prbably et ding f h mary consecuerces.

A soond rtecton st here s vr i gapbwson o
Loaveand o ion. know e o Lo bt ho
adosnan dong wokon my hovso s wo wore e ol
Fomainrs h has mot. i coost at ot r doo cocal and
IS (el35) VoS, Wheh o 15 1 Unorstad o s>
ke arypooss i sessn o

My i etacion s at o e rsu i h short
e xacabal o 1o sgunet rigos o UK The ke
o anusges i schol s i o il of v
forEuopn: s h hgh pont i e i 19405 olowng o
rston o e S Marer Th o nas boo paricuy
Covre o e axd Gorman,bo o Wheh o dacned
apy.

T cadoniccommunty i Froch st st aorgsde
coleagoo i i cihr anpuages. T mimastenosd i bo

“Saer 03 moubls enig h amage ficed b Bl as
s ol e, by sayingn e ERASHUS programre,
i e Europoan eseen e 4 s 5 poss T o




