Bonjour, hello, sa ka fèt?!

My name is Jennifer Jahn and I am an OU alumna. I graduated with a Bachelor in Sciences in Journalism/Public Relations in 2002 and a Master’s in French in 2004. After six years of full-time study and due to matters of the heart, I decided to pack up and move to Europe. First, however, I spent a few months backpacking through South-East Asia before waitressing my way through the winter in a French ski-resort. I knew I wanted to go back to university to do a PhD but neither did I know where nor what to work on. Intrigued by Cambridge’s reputation, I applied and was accepted to start reading for my PhD (as the English call it) in 2005 at Sidney Sussex College. 

My research proposal initially promised that I would trace the development of French Antillean literature from négritude to créolité and the role of women within these movements. I had been inspired by Yolande Helm’s Francophone literature class, in particular Maryse Condé’s La vie scélérate, and by a collection of short stories that Yolande had lent me by the Martinican author Suzanne Dracius (Rue monte au ciel). The more I researched literature from the Antilles, the more I realized that there was a stark discrepancy between the presence of female Guadeloupan writers (Maryse Condé, Simone Schwartz-Bart, Gisèle Pineau, etc.) and female Martinican writers (until today, very few critical studies on Martinican women exist). There was in fact an active literary movement in Martinique, but it did not involve women. Martinican men, from Aimé Césaire over Edouard Glissant to Patrick Chamoiseau dominated the literary landscape of the island and continue to do so. And so it was decided: I would rectify this literary and historical silencing by devoting my PhD thesis entirely to Martinican women authors and thereby create a space for these writers to enter into discussion concerning the socio-political reality in the French Caribbean. After almost three years of full-time research, I submitted my thesis ‘Martinican Women’s Novels: Oppression, Liberation, and Resistance’ on August 20, 2008 and defended it on November 17.

Throughout my time in Cambridge, I had the opportunity to present my work at various national and international conferences, which have taken me from Cambridge, Oxford and London to Ireland, Switzerland and even Brazil. I am involved in the Society for Francophone Postcolonial Studies where I am a member of the executive board and for which I co-organized a postgraduate study day in November 2007. This has resulted in a collection of papers edited by Charlotte Baker and myself. I have received funding for two research trips to Martinique, one in February 2007, where I was fortunate enough to meet not only Suzanne Dracius and Nicole Cage-Florentiny, two of the authors whom I discuss in my work, but also Aimé Césaire, a year before his death, and another trip in May 2008. The interviews that I conducted with both Dracius and Cage-Florentiny are published in the International Journal of Francophone Studies. I am also the author of three further articles examining novels by Dracius, Cage-Florentinty, Fabienne Kanor and Audrey Pulvar. 

Although I have now completed and defended my thesis, things are far from relaxed. I am now applying for jobs all over the UK, hoping to find a lecturer position (like the American assistant professor). In the meantime, I will be teaching a Francophone Caribbean writing course for a semester at the University of Nottingham in 2009 and continue to attend conferences. I am also hoping to find a publisher for my thesis.

Doing a PhD has been a formidably turbulent rollercoaster ride. It requires not only a lot of self-discipline and motivation but I believe, real passion for your topic. It is a fascinating learning experience, to learn not only about your chosen area of study but also what you are capable of achieving (and what your family and friends are willing to put up with). There were many times when I was ready to give up and go back to waitressing, but having seen this project through to the end and realizing that people are, at last, beginning to pay attention to these writers is an incredibly satisfying experience, not to forget the obvious bonus of having entered the Drs. Community.

If you have any questions with respect to doing a PhD, whether in the UK or the US, my research or simply want to get in touch, please do not hesitate. I’d be more than happy to attempt answering any questions (I can be reached at jenniferjahn08@gmail.com).
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