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UNIVERSITIES AND RESEARCH UNDER THE AXE  

You have heard from the Chief Executive & Secretary about a full and engaged year 
for the Academy – domestically and internationally. The Treasurer has reported on the 
finances. We can see that this is an Academy in good heart and good health – as 
indeed it will need to be in view of the threats ahead. 

I will concentrate here mainly on the challenges we confront, both as an Academy, and 
as members of universities and a range of other institutions that face the imminent 
prospect of cuts in their funding. These are so serious that we might be tempted to 
revert to an earlier vision of the British Academy. As Mortimer Wheeler – the brilliant 
scholar-communicator who was Secretary of the British Academy from 1949 to 1968 – 
wrote in 1970:  

In 1949 it was still essentially an Edwardian survival. Better put, perhaps, it 
was an honourable coterie of estimable scholars of advancing age and proved 
attainment, a very senior Common Room with the windows closed upon an 
unquestioned or inadequately questioned environment.1 

Wheeler changed the Academy, and we must continue in his spirit. Never has the 
environment in which we operate needed to be questioned more than it does now. For 
the past year we have been going through a period which might be likened to the 
‘phoney war’ of 1939-40. Everyone knew that a huge storm was brewing, but it had not 
yet hit the UK in any major way. It is now beginning to hit – especially with this 
week’s announcement that colleges and universities have suddenly had £82 million 
slashed from their current budgets.  

In my address to AGM last July I warned of the problems ahead. It did not require any 
exceptional gift of prophecy to state: 

There will be an election within a year, and obviously a change of government 
is a possibility. Whatever the outcome, we know that there will be pressures to 
make savings in public spending. This is therefore the time to try to shape the 

                                                 
1 Mortimer Wheeler, The British Academy 1949–1968, Oxford University Press, 1970, p. 149. 
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public debate, and to ensure that the humanities and social sciences are 
properly recognized in the life of this country. 

That is still our task. We have made some significant advances, but it is still a work in 
progress. 

Four priorities 

Against this background, and with the purpose of addressing the difficult 
environment which all the subjects we represent faced, I outlined at last year’s AGM 
what I saw as four specific priorities for my term as President of this Academy: 

1. raising the profile of the Academy as a champion of humanities and social sciences; 

2. helping to engage the expertise within the Fellowship with the wider world, 
including through the plans to establish a Policy Centre;  

3. provision for a larger and better auditorium; and 

4. diversification of the Academy’s sources of income. 

 I am happy to report that progress has been made on all four, and will say 
something about each of them. 

1. RAISING THE ACADEMY’S PROFILE AS CHAMPION OF OUR SUBJECTS 

The Academy can claim to be leading the debate about the value of work in the 
humanities and social sciences. We have offered critical, informed and constructive 
contributions on some particularly difficult and even fateful issues. I give three 
examples:  

• Our submission to the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 
last November on the planned Research Excellence Framework (REF), which 
included the controversial matter of assessing the impact of research. We did 
not reject outright the legitimacy of questions about the public value of 
research, but we argued that its assessment is a complex, subtle and largely 
untried business, which does not work in the same manner for all subjects, 
cannot be narrowly economic in character, and must never supplant the first 
requirement of research, which is that it must be rigorous and of the highest 
quality. We urged that the percentage proposed for impact should be lowered. 
This approach has been influential and has positioned the Academy effectively 
within this debate and wider discussions. 2 

• Our recent submission to Professor Adrian Smith, the Director-General of 
Science and Research at the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), 

                                                 
2 British Academy, ‘Research Excellence Framework – Contribution to HEFCE’s consultation’, 

26 November 2009, http://www.britac.ac.uk/policy/ref-2009/ref-2009.cfm . 
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addressing critical issues on future funding for research in the UK.3 I will say 
more on this later.  

• Our recent booklet Past Present and Future, which we launched at the House of 
Commons in June, in partnership with Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(AHRC), Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), Universities UK and 
the Russell and 1994 Groups.4 Here we sought to illustrate the public value of 
the humanities and social sciences, through a combination of narrative 
argument and case studies. Lord Patten, the Chancellor of Oxford and Professor 
Steve Smith, President of Universities UK, both spoke of the importance of 
research in our disciplines. The publication and event received considerable 
media attention and it was pleasing to note the Secretary of State’s praise for the 
eloquence of the booklet’s argument in his major speech last Thursday.5 

A further word is needed on the Research Excellence Framework. David Willetts last 
week announced a delay of one year in the timetable, to allow for further debate about 
the best approach to assessing impact. 6 We expect to play a central part in that debate, 
and will look forward with interest to the evidence emerging from the pilot studies.  

2. ENGAGING THE FELLOWSHIP’S EXPERTISE 

In addition to addressing issues related to education and research, our Fellows have 
long made major contributions to public life and to policymaking, and continue to do 
so. However, more needed to be done by the Academy itself to demonstrate to policy-
makers the importance of evidence generated by researchers in our fields.  

The most visible development during the year has been the establishment of the 
Academy’s Policy Centre, with support from ESRC and subsequently from AHRC. The 
Centre is a focus for the Academy’s work on public policy, namely organising how we 
can show that research in HSS has light to shed on matters of public interest and 
debate. It does not imply any change to the Academy’s traditional approach to policy 
matters: we are not about to become a think-tank with partisan views. As now, we 
routinely indicate that any views expressed in the name of the Academy do not 
necessarily reflect the views of all Fellows, and certainly do not commit individual 
Fellows to adherence. Nor does the support of the Research Councils imply any 
compromise in the independence of the Academy: to the contrary, they see it as in 
their and the national interest for there to be a robust champion of the disciplines we 
represent.  

                                                 
3 British Academy, ‘Investing in Excellence: The Needs and Contribution of the UK Research 

Base’, 16 July 2010, http://www.britac.ac.uk/news/news.cfm/newsid/367. 
4 Past Present and Future, like the two Policy Centre publications mentioned below, is 

obtainable at:  http://www.britac.ac.uk/policy/index.cfm. 
5 Vince Cable, Secretary of State, Department for Business Innovation & Skills, ‘Higher 

Education’, speech at London South Bank University, 15 July 2010. 
6 David Willetts, speech at Royal Institution, London, 9 July 2010. 
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We have seen the first fruits of the Policy Centre. A substantive study led by Professor 
Michael Rutter on Social Science and Family Policies, published in February, shed light, 
where others have shed heat, on a notably high-profile policy area. It spelled out how 
social science evidence can both guide policy-making and measure the effectiveness of 
policy interventions and initiatives.  

The Academy’s report on Choosing an Electoral System attracted considerable attention 
not only at the time of its publication in March but also subsequently – especially 
during and after the general election. This report examined the international evidence 
base for different electoral systems, and analysed their relative strengths and 
drawbacks. I am grateful to the authors Professors Simon Hix, Ron Johnston (S3) and 
Iain Mclean (S5), for their work in preparing the report, and also for dealing with 
media  enquiries. A follow-up study on electoral boundaries is now under way. 

The future programme of the Policy Centre includes studies of human enhancement (a 
joint academies study); public service broadcasting (led by my predecessor Onora 
O’Neill); and cultural heritage (led by Sir Barry Cunliffe).  

The Academy’s work on public policy is a major development with great potential, 
and we are indebted to the leadership and vision of Vice-President Professor Albert 
Weale.  Earlier today there was a meeting of the new Public Policy Fellows’ Group, 
designed as a means of assisting Fellows’ engagement with policy initiatives. I expect 
further new ideas to emerge from it.  

3. AUDITORIUM 

You have heard about the works under way for expansion of the Academy’s 
headquarters, including a larger and better auditorium. It is something we have sorely 
lacked. I hope that henceforth AHRC, ESRC, learned societies, professional 
associations, and universities will see 10-11 Carlton House Terrace as the natural place 
to hold events that showcase the value of work in our subjects.  

4. DIVERSIFICATION OF THE ACADEMY’S SOURCES OF INCOME 

In the tough circumstances in which we are about to find ourselves, a high priority has 
be diversifying our sources of income. In 2009–10 we received from BIS a grant of £25 
million. It is not likely that we can continue to receive 90% of our annual income from 
one single source. We will need to explore all other possible funding avenues. 

One thing I have learned in my year in post is that our private source of income, the 
Academy Development Fund, is absolutely vital. Without such independent funds, we 
would never have been able to take key decisions that we took in the year – for 
example, to proceed with the work on no. 11, to initiate major studies on hot topics 
such as electoral reform, and to stage the launch of Past Present and Future in 
Parliament. Without such funding we would, quite literally, have a rudderless ship: 
not a good idea when storms are brewing.  

I am grateful to Sir Roy Goode (S1), who has agreed to chair the Academy’s 
Fundraising Group, which has a vital role to play in developing the Academy’s 
capacity to generate philanthropic support. As a first step in this process, just four 
weeks ago I wrote to all Fellows offering an opportunity to contribute towards the 
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number 11 project, to help strengthen the Academy’s independence, and also to 
demonstrate to potential external supporters that the Fellows of the Academy are 
prepared to put their hands in their own pockets to contribute to its long-term health. I 
am delighted to report that the response has been most encouraging: as of yesterday, 
131 Fellows had replied, and £129,831 had been raised, including gift aid. I said that 
participation was one of my aims. We have 1 in 9 Fellows already: I do hope we can 
maintain the momentum, and I may send a gentle reminder to those of you who have 
not yet got round to responding! 

What are the next steps in fundraising? One of the likeliest ways in which the 
Academy can bolster its endowment and financial independence is through bequests, 
and I hope that we can also develop a high-participation legacy programme. You can 
be sure that you will be hearing more from me on this subject. The fundraising group 
is to approach grantholders, e.g. PDFs or research readers, whose careers have been 
significantly boosted by an award from the Academy. We are also considering a range 
of charities, foundations and trusts and possible corporate and individual supporters. I 
invite suggestions on whom we might approach.  

The challenge to Government – and to the Academy 

Within the next twelve months a double-whammy is likely to hit higher education in 
the UK: cuts in funding for teaching and student grants, at the same time as cuts in 
funding for research. The big challenges we all face – not just within the British 
Academy, but in the whole field of Higher Education – revolve around two core 
questions: (1) what is to be the basis of future funding? And (2) how do we get from 
where we are now to where we are going without inflicting serious damage on the 
whole system in the transition? 

THE PRESSURE FOR CUTS 

There is little value in simply opposing all idea of government cuts. The fact is that, 
rightly or wrongly, both the Labour government and the coalition government have 
been committed to funding cuts, including in the field of Higher Education. We may 
all wish it were otherwise – and some may wonder why it is that the recession-beating 
propositions of our distinguished former Fellow John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946) 
have apparently been summarily rejected. However, cuts there will be, and apparently 
on a major scale. We cannot usefully approach the debate by saying that there is no 
room for efficiencies and rationalisation in Higher Education, and no degree courses at 
all that cannot be improved or even cut. Nor can we ignore the argument that the vast 
expansion of higher education in the past half-century calls into question the old 
model, of which all my generation were beneficiaries, of receiving university 
education free. Vince Cable has gone so far as to argue that ‘a model designed for 10% 
of the population could not be applied to 40%.’7 And we cannot ignore the fact that the 
national research budget received a significant boost in funding over the last decade. 

                                                 
7 Vince Cable, speech at London South Bank University, 15 July 2010. 

 



 6

In face of the pressure for cuts, what we can do is to assert – as powerfully and 
persuasively as we are able – that the Higher Education sector in general, and 
Humanities and Social Sciences in particular, have achieved extraordinary success 
both in teaching and in research. They are a huge national asset. Students from all over 
the world want to study here, and, despite hot competition from elsewhere, do so in 
ever-increasing numbers. UK research consistently outperforms that of other countries 
in the various crude measures, such as citation indexes and return on investment, that 
are used to gauge its impact. Other national institutions, especially in the financial 
sector, have failed the country and aggravated our exposure to the present recession. 
By contrast, higher education and research have served the country well. 

THE CASE FOR PROTECTION 

Does higher education have a case for being protected in some way from the effects of 
cuts? The answer has to be yes. What has taken generations to build can be destroyed 
in just a few years. If cuts there are to be, they need to be on a scale appropriate to the 
situation of Higher Education in this country, and part of an overall strategy for how 
this sector is to be funded in the future. In other words, if there are to be cuts, they 
need to be done in a joined-up way. Instead, what we have has been aptly described 
by one vice-chancellor as an ‘increasingly wild debate about who should pay for 
higher education.’8 

There has been some insistence, from both the Labour and coalition governments, that 
STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) subjects should be 
privileged. While we have made the case robustly for the value of humanities and 
social sciences, we have never sought to undermine the important claims for resources 
of our colleagues in the natural sciences. What we do argue, however, is that 
humanities and social sciences should be valued properly and funded fairly. 

Both the Secretary of State for BIS, Vince Cable, and the new Minister for Universities 
and Science, David Willetts, have a social science background. Their recent speeches 
have also indicated a refreshing awareness of the value of humanities and social 
science – the very points that the Academy has been making. I would not claim that 
the Academy’s efforts are the sole influence – these are clearly deeply held views by 
thoughtful individuals – but they represent a sea change from the time, not so long 
ago, when a Secretary of State could publicly question the value of medieval history. 

Both have made it clear, however, that every area will need to bear its share of the 
burden. As far as university teaching is concerned, it is important that there be 
exploration of alternative funding models involving some combination of permitting 
universities to raise tuition fees, an augmented student loan system, and a tax on 
graduates. We are probably destined to go down one path or the other, but before we 
do so some questions need to be addressed. 

                                                 
8 Professor Sir Peter Scott, Vice-Chancellor of Kingston University, ‘A graduate tax is illogical: 

why not a tax on A-levels?’, Education Guardian, 20 July 2010. 
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STUDENT  CONTRIBUTIONS 

Regarding tuition fees and maintenance support, the British Academy organized an 
excellent forum in February.9 My questions on fees, loans and taxes are obvious and 
familiar, but require clear answers related to the new situation. If fees are to be 
increased, what mechanisms will be in place, nationally or within each university, to 
ensure that the admissions processes are needs-blind, and that those who need a 
financial package to see them through university actually receive it? And what is to be 
done about the burden on students doing degrees that lead to careers with obvious 
social utility but low remuneration? 

Last week the Secretary of State explored some ideas about a graduate contribution 
tied to earnings – which the press immediately labelled a ‘graduate tax’. If some form 
of graduate tax is under discussion, many tough questions arise. The first group of 
questions relate to fairness: why should a graduate earning the same as a non-graduate 
pay a higher rate of tax? Is income tax a simpler and better basis for raising funds? The 
second relate to the statist and bureaucratic character of the proposal: would it weaken 
the vital link between the student and the university? Would universities supplying 
resource-intensive provision receive a proper share of the proceeds of this tax, and 
how would that be calculated? And what guarantees would there be that this 
hypothecated tax is actually passed on in full by the Treasury? The third group relate 
to practicality: can funds from this source be generated in time to cover the deficits that 
universities face? And, since the job market is increasingly international, how can there 
be an effective means of claiming a graduate tax from those working overseas? Might a 
graduate tax indeed contribute to a brain drain?  

In short, there is a risk of rushing in to a new funding model before there has been full 
exploration of how it would actually work. Much rests on Lord Browne’s review of 
higher education funding, publication of which has been postponed to the autumn. I 
hope that it will provide a basis for answering at least some of these questions. 
Meanwhile, there is huge concern at a situation where cuts appear certain, but what 
replaces them is not known.  

My challenges to the government are simple. Don’t ask us to implement cuts on such a 
scale that they damage successful institutions and disciplines; or, to put it differently, 
don’t  wield the axe without a clear plan of how such great institutions are to be 
funded in the future. Don’t make cuts that threaten excellent teaching and research. 
And work out some plans for how to cross what Steve Smith, President of Universities 
UK, has called the ‘valley of death’ – that period between when the cuts kick in, and 
new forms of income come on stream.10 

                                                 
9 British Academy Forum on ‘the economics of undergraduate tuition fees and maintenance 

support’,  http://www.britac.ac.uk/medialibrary/economics_of_tuition_fees_outputs.cfm  
10 Steve Smith, ‘Our universities are standing on the brink of catastrophe’, The Observer, 13 June 

2010. (The headline, as he has made clear, was not his.) 
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FUNDING OF RESEARCH: OUR SUBMISSION TO BIS 

The position regarding research funding is no less dire, but has involved the Academy 
in a greater degree of consultation with government. Last week the Academy 
published its submission to Professor Adrian Smith, Director-General of Science and 
Research at BIS, in response to his invitation to the Academy and five other national 
bodies to submit formal advice on the needs and contribution of the research base in 
the context of the next Government spending review. 

The Academy’s submission makes a strong case for continued Government investment 
in research in general, and in humanities and social sciences in particular. We stress 
that relatively small cuts, which would make little difference in terms of cost savings, 
could fundamentally endanger the UK’s exceptionally successful research base, 
steadily developed over generations and one of the country’s few world-class assets. 
We urge that the major challenges we face today – such as economic recovery, climate 
change, a steadily ageing society and obesity – require analysis and research from a 
wide range of disciplines including the social sciences and the humanities. We argue 
that the humanities and social sciences play an indispensible role, socially, culturally, 
and also economically – not least by attracting income from overseas students. 

The Academy’s submission highlights the importance of a long-term framework for 
research funding, of maintaining diversity and breadth across the research base, of 
focussing on excellence as the primary starting point for assessing the value of all 
research and of investing in the most talented researchers, so that this country remains 
a beacon which can nurture the best researchers across all disciplines from the UK and 
elsewhere in the world. We believe that the current proportional spend between 
quality-driven research funding (QR) and project funding through the research 
councils is the right one; and that while the cost of HSS research is low in proportion to 
that of the natural sciences (and therefore harder to cut without doing fundamental 
damage), the return on that investment is high.  

Furthermore, in what I believe is a unique step, Lord Rees and I have sent a joint letter 
to Professor Smith, expressing the unequivocal view of both the British Academy and 
the Royal Society that that the UK must maintain top class universities able to compete 
with the best in the world, maintaining the breadth that has led to the country’s being 
ranked second across the world in most disciplines.11 We state that Britain’s research 
leadership provides two clear benefits: first, a wellspring of new ideas, innovation and 
economic growth; and second, vital ‘absorptive capacity’ – the ability to search for, 
adopt, exploit and diffuse knowledge from other countries. Both are essential to our 
country’s health and wealth, its international reputation and its continued ability to 
innovate, develop and rebuild our economy. We also argue that the dual support 
system for funding university research must be retained; and that the major challenges 
of today require multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches.  

                                                 
11 Lord Rees of Ludlow and Prof. Sir Adam Roberts, letter to Prof. Adrian Smith, available at: 

http://www.britac.ac.uk/news/news.cfm/newsid/367. 
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We need to argue the case anew. A 25% cut in research funding – and an equivalent 
cut for the Academy itself - would be a huge waste of potential. It is a tough argument, 
but one we need to sustain: I believe that the government can still be persuaded to see 
the case for investment in research.  

CUTS WITHIN UNIVERSITIES 

There have of course already been many cuts announced within universities, and 
Fellows have expressed legitimate concerns. The Academy has a settled policy of not 
seeking to intervene in the internal affairs of universities, out of respect for 
institutional autonomy, although this does not rule out what I might call quiet 
diplomacy. Individual Fellows of course often make their views known robustly, and 
very properly too, so long as it is clear that this is in a personal capacity. Where the 
Academy has a clear locus is if there are national trends, or risks concerning the 
national capacity in a particular subject. On this we have been in communication with 
HEFCE, which is charged by the Secretary of State to develop a policy on strategic and 
vulnerable subjects. Research Councils too have responsibilities for disciplinary 
capacity in research. Our view is that circumstances have changed radically and 
rapidly: at a time of far-reaching cuts, there is a risk that small and isolated units (often 
disproportionately in HSS) will seem easy pickings for savings. What may be rational 
for an individual university (however undesirable from our point of view) may be less 
than optimal nationally or regionally if it leads to the disappearance of expertise or 
provision in a particular area. Our view is that a radical review of this policy is called 
for to deal with what could be a period of crisis. It is no longer simply about just 
languages and area studies and other traditionally vulnerable areas – it is a threat 
across the board.  

CONCLUSION 

I want to thank Fellows for their contributions over the year, in particular: 

• Retiring members of Council – especially Professor Karin Barber, who also served 
as Vice-President (Humanities); Professor Linda Newson, continuing chair of the 
Latin American and Caribbean area-panel; and Sir Roy Goode, continuing as chair 
of the Fundraising Group; and chairs of Sections. 

• Retiring members of Academy Committees, and especially three chairs: Professor 
Paul Edwards, chair of the Social Sciences Group; Professor Simon Blackburn, chair 
of Grants Committee, and Sir Roderick Floud, chair of Audit Committee. 

• Professor Michael Fulford, retiring chair of BASIS, a distinguished five year term 
looking after a very challenging brief (just the right preparation for his new duties 
as our incoming Treasurer). 

• Very special thanks to Professor Roger Kain, after 10 years dedicated and 
distinguished service - 2 years as Vice-President (Social Sciences) and 8 years as 
Treasurer. His judgment, his dedication to the Academy, his personal warmth – 
have all been of huge value. I will say a little more about Roger at the dinner 
tonight. 
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I would also like to record my own thanks to the staff of the Academy for their hard 
and skilful work over the year, coping with multifarious demands, not least occasional 
interference from Fellows! 

Let me conclude by saying that while the immediate future looks distinctly 
unpromising, the Academy is in good shape to continue the long and difficult fight on 
behalf of the subjects we represent.  


