Dear Shearer,

I am writing to give you the response of the Association of Art Historians to the AHRC's policy development in general, and particularly to your current consultation paper for HEIs.

During August, we wrote to as many university departments as possible in disciplines covered by the Association. I asked departmental representatives for their comments on the AHRC's policy development, on the future of the Research Leave Scheme and support for individual researchers, and on the other issues addressed in your consultation papers. Our own response is based on what we received as well as discussions among the Executive Committee of the AAH.

Comments are summarized below, but three key points come out of our own consultation very clearly:

· strong support for the principles of the Research Leave Scheme, notwithstanding its shortcomings;

· deep anxiety about the AHRC's handling of strategic funding, and particularly about the use of research themes;

· a general unhappiness with 'top-down' initiatives, and a demand for greater flexibility and transparency.

Supporting Individual Researchers

No one is unaware of the problems with the current Research Leave Scheme. From the perspective of academics and departments, these are not necessarily those that most concern the AHRC. Most responses highlighted the unhelpful emphasis on completion of research outputs as a criterion. There was concern about the dependence on matching leave from HEIs, which is not always readily forthcoming. There were requests for more awards with more flexible timing, perhaps less dependent on matching funding from the HEI. The timetable for the existing scheme has evidently caused problems for individual researchers and their departments. And there was a feeling that these awards should be targeted at younger researchers and those beginning or developing research projects, not just the completion of work by established academics.

Nevertheless, it is very clear that the RLS is exactly the sort of support that art historians want - given a blank sheet of paper they would design something like this - and that the AHRC is seen as the main source of such support. Time and mental space are seen as vital to individual research in the field. In fact, in its basic principle, the RLS seems to be viewed as the product of the AHRC at its best: 'imaginative and enlightened'; 'an excellent scheme'.
Strategic Themes and Prize Programmes

The strongest criticisms of the AHRC were directed at its own use of strategic themes. The objection seems to be partly to themes per se, but more particularly to the themes that have been selected in the past (viewed as more appropriate e.g. to the social sciences) and the processes by which they have been generated: 'instrumentalistic'; 'utilitarian remit', 'concocted, vapid subjects'. The message seems to be twofold. Firstly, art historians are very concerned about the future expansion of funding through strategic themes and insist that a balance must be preserved between this and 'responsive' funding. This concern was also very strongly expressed by the AAH's own student group and by the EC in general. But there is also great unhappiness about the imposition of themes that are seen as centrally (and perhaps arbitrarily) devised by the AHRC. There were requests for a more responsive development of ideas, e.g. through consultation of professional bodies.

I might add, more anecdotally, that there is a general cynicism about how thematic funding is used: a sense that one has to play the game by making research interests fit AHRC programmes, though some researchers may be unwilling or unable to do so. Is it possible that some of this cynicism is shared by the AHRC, which, in its defence, has emphasized the breadth of its strategic themes, and the potential for freedom and diversity of research within them?  Are these themes window dressing? If so, this is not good enough for any of us.

The implication of these concerns is that the suggested 'prize' programmes or mini-programmes are on the right track. Two major art history departments specifically praised the proposal in strong terms, though one objected to the term 'prize' and there was a call for flexibility about the components and the requirements of the scheme (networks are good, but should not be the only way). Others implicitly favoured this sort of scheme which depends on the 'bottom-up' generation of research themes, and which seems well designed to foster real innovation. One department saw the suggested scheme as risky, and argued that such risk-taking was exactly what the AHRC should be doing (in contrast e.g. to the British Academy's perceived conservatism).

Are there other possible methods to promote innovative work with a public benefit from the bottom up? Should the AHRC be encouraging researchers themselves to think in terms of its Charter objects, rather than deciding narrowly what these mean, and determining strategic funding themes accordingly?

Cross-Council Programmes

Such programmes raise the same concerns as the AHRC's own strategic research themes. There was anxiety about the high-priority placed on cross-council programmes and, once again, about the rather crude instrumentalism that the themes implied. There were demands for a more responsive approach to developing themes that were appropriate to the humanities.  However, despite criticisms, there seemed to be a generally positive attitude to cross-council research per se. Two departments suggested a number of potential subject-areas:

· language as the model for other cognitive systems;

· the body (as opposed to the rational subject) as the foundation of aesthetic, moral, and political value;

· the relation between causal and phenomenological explanation of experience in the light of neuroscience;
· with the ESRC: themes relating to issues of globalization and economic prosperity, life, chances, talent and social mobility, renewal of the constitution and democratic institutions;

· with the EPSRC and NERC: themes relating to climate, the conservation of heritage and globalization etc. 

General

What may not emerge sufficiently clearly from this particular consultation is the widespread and profound concern about postgraduate funding, which is not allayed by the AHRC's explanation of its funding dilemmas. It goes without saying that postgraduate funding is fundamentally important for humanities research and for all the activities of the AHRC.

In conclusion, the comments above inevitably draw a consensus from various responses that were rich in ideas, criticisms, and comments on more specific issues. We should be glad to discuss these with you further or to elaborate on the AAH's views. University art history regards the AHRC as absolutely vital: in many ways the key source of support for individual art historians, and not merely one source of funding among others. We welcome your efforts to consult widely with humanities departments. We trust that this is only the start of a continuous dialogue that will actively inform the development of AHRC policies in the future.

With best wishes

Peter
