
The information provided by the
Humanities Indicators Prototype
is among the most thorough col-

lections of data on the state of the
humanistic disciplines in our recent histo-
ry. Part IV of the indicators, on
Humanities Funding and Research
(HFR),1 is no exception. Most academics
will not be surprised by its findings—
which complicate but do not fundamen-
tally alter what almost all scholars recog-
nize as a dangerous decline in both
absolute and relative support for research
across most areas of humanistic scholar-
ship. The data provided by this study,
however, do reveal a number of impor-
tant trends that help explain our current
and perhaps future circumstances.

An examination of funding for the
humanities must begin with a recogni-
tion of the enormous range of activities
that the term humanities suggests.
Funding for what we call the humani-
ties is not mainly directed toward schol-
arship. Recipients include museums,
historical societies, libraries, ethnic and
cultural awareness programs, teacher
training, reading promotion, and many
other activities. Not-for-profit humani-
ties organizations in the United States
receive more than $10.5 billion a year.
Additional monies flow into arts organi-
zations, such as opera and theater com-
panies, that are closely tied to humanis-
tic disciplines. Not surprisingly, only a
small fraction of this funding flows into
formal humanistic scholarship.

Nor do the academic humanities receive
much of the government funding that
flows into most universities—for under-
standable reasons. Scientists and engi-
neers require enormous investments in
laboratories, equipment, staff, and sup-
plies. Some social science fields develop
large, collaborative projects using mas-
sive data sets and significant technologi-
cal and staff support. By contrast, most
humanists need little infrastructure.
What they mostly require is time and
access to archives or other, mostly
library-based research institutions.

But the level of need is not the only fac-
tor that makes the humanities fields
paupers among nonacademic humani-
ties organizations and other scholarly
disciplines. Another factor is the percep-
tion of the humanities fields’ relative
“usefulness.” Academic humanists cor-
rectly argue that their work is of great
importance to the larger world, as a
source of values and knowledge that is
of both moral and practical importance.

But the humanities rarely attract the
same kind of broad attention in the
nonacademic world that scientists and
many social scientists attract.

The data in the HFR, however, tell a
more discouraging story than these
obvious differences among fields. The
historic gulf between funding for sci-
ence, engineering, and some social sci-
ences on the one hand, and the human-
ities on the other, are neither new nor
surprising. What is troubling is that the
humanities, in fact, are falling farther
and farther behind other areas of schol-
arship. The most vivid evidence of this
decline is the funding provided by the
National Endowment for the Human-
ities (NEH), the major federal agency
providing support for humanistic disci-
plines. Even at the best of times for the
NEH, the difference between its fund-
ing and that of the National Institutes
of Health (NIH) and the National
Science Foundation (NSF) has been
vast. NIH funding in 2007, a lean year
for the agency, was just under $30 bil-
lion, and NSF funding in that same year
was well over $5 billion. NEH funding
in 2007 was approximately $138.3 mil-
lion—0.5 percent of NIH funding and
3 percent of NSF (Figure IV-1a).2 No
one would expect the humanities to
receive funding comparable to the med-
ical and other sciences or even some of
the social sciences. But when adjusted
for inflation, the NEH budget today is
roughly a third of what it was 30 years
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ago. Some of this decline has been a
result of political controversies over
how the National Endowment for the
Arts (NEA) distributed some of its
grants—controversies that have indi-
rectly affected NEH budgets as well.3 A
more significant factor has been the
general downward pressure on most
federal budgets in response to tax cuts
and other budgetary pressures.

Even this dismal picture exaggerates the
level of support for humanities research,
which is only a little over 13 percent of
the NEH program budget, or about
$15.9 million (Figure IV-2). The rest of
the NEH budget goes to a wide range
of worthy activities. The largest single
outlay is operating grants for state
humanities councils, which disburse
their modest funds mostly for public
programs and support of local institu-
tions. Government spending for the
humanities, modest to begin with, goes
overwhelmingly to projects that are at
best loosely linked to scholarly research.

Nor do private sources do much better.
Total foundation giving to the humani-
ties more than doubled between 1992
and 2002, and giving to the humanities
has grown as a result, although at a sub-
stantially slower rate than for other
areas (Figure IV-8b). But only 2.1 per-
cent of foundation giving in 2002 went
to humanities activities (most of it to
nonacademic activities), a 16% relative
decline since 1992 (Figure IV-8c).

There are bright spots in the humanities
landscape. The creation of the National
Humanities Center 30 years ago has
provided hundreds of scholars (myself
among them) support for research and
the benefit of a community of humanis-
tic scholars. The more recent creation
of the Center for Writers and Scholars
at the New York Public Library has cre-
ated similar support and a similar com-
munity for its grant recipients. A signifi-
cant and growing number of universi-
ties—among them Harvard, Princeton,

Columbia, Stanford, and Michigan—
have created humanities centers that
host and support postdocs and visiting
scholars. The enormous difference
these institutions make for the fortu-
nate scholars who benefit from them
only highlights how scarce these oppor-
tunities are for most humanists.

The picture these data provide makes
clear that Americans invest a great deal
in humanistic activities, mostly through
the private sector but with some gov-
ernment help. But the data also make
clear that little of this funding goes to
support academic research in the
humanities. Many more people
encounter humanities and the arts

through the public institutions and
programs that receive support than will
come into contact with academic schol-
arship in the humanities. But these
institutions themselves benefit enor-
mously from the work of humanities
scholars, and often engage them in their
public activities, while providing no sig-
nificant financial support for their
research. There is, in other words, an
important connection between what
academics do and what the public
sees, but little connection between the
money that goes to public activities and
the scholars who provide much of the
knowledge on which these activities
rely. The skewing of funding away from

scholarship and toward institutions
serving the broader public endangers
the health of both academia and the
public it helps serve.

The Humanities Indicators Prototype
also points out other growing problems
confronting scholars. University presses
have been facing increasing pressure for
more than a decade, struggling to sup-
port scholarly publishing that does not
have the potential to reach a large read-
ership. Many monographs in small
fields now sell only a few hundred
copies, almost always losing money for
the presses that publish them. Experi-
ments in electronic publishing of hu-
manities monographs have not yet been
successful—either in lowering costs or
in legitimizing academic work that has a
wholly digital life. Hardly a month goes
by without an article on the crisis of ac-
ademic publishing, but no obvious so-
lution to these problems has surfaced.

The difficulties university presses face
are in part a response to another chal-
lenge to the future of the humanities:
the declining capacity of academic li-
braries to purchase scholarly mono-
graphs. The median number of mono-
graphs per student that libraries have
purchased over the last twenty years has
declined by more than a third (Figure
IV-11d), as have total library expendi-
tures as a percentage of university
budgets between 1975 and 2000 (Fig-
ure IV-11f). In the face of these finan-
cial pressures, academic libraries are in-
creasingly forced to choose between
buying serials and buying monographs.
On the whole, they have chosen serials.

The most important support for the
academic humanities comes from uni-
versities, and to their credit almost all
major universities insist that strength in
the humanities is essential to the health
of their institutions. Even so, it is wide-
ly, and probably correctly, believed that
universities seldom support the human-
ities as robustly as they support other
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areas. Faculty in most science disciplines
generate money for their universities—
sometimes more than the salaries of
their faculty cost. Faculty in other
fields—economics, business, law, and
others—have lucrative options outside
the university and thus more leverage in
negotiating salaries. Humanities faculty,
by contrast, do not often bring money
into the universities and do not have
obvious alternative jobs in the private
sector.

What impact does this impoverished
funding landscape have on the health of
the humanities? The data in this study
do not reveal much about the conse-
quences of its findings, now or in the
future. Most outward signs suggest that
humanists continue to thrive despite
the lack of resources. Humanistic fields
continue to create important and often
pathbreaking scholarship and to offer
challenging and popular courses to stu-
dents. Top Ph.D. programs in the
humanities, as well as jobs in humanistic
fields, have no shortage of qualified
applicants. The question that should
concern us is not so much how the

humanities are doing now but how they
will be doing over the next decade.
The financial crisis of 2008 is a very
serious immediate threat to all academic
pursuits, and perhaps a long-term threat
as well.

What are the critical indicators that will
help us understand the changes that
have occurred and the changes to

come? What would trigger a truly cata-
strophic decline in humanistic scholar-
ship and teaching? What can the gov-
ernment, the foundations, and the
universities themselves do to assure the

future health of the humanities? These
questions—difficult as they will be to
answer—need the same kind of system-
atic attention as the impressive study
the Humanities Indicators Prototype
has provided.
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NOTES

1 See Humanities Indicators Prototype, www.humanitiesindicators.org (American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2008); hereafter cited as
HIP.

2 All figures can be found in the HIP, Part IV and are reproduced at the end of this essay.

3 Among the controversies that have damaged NEH funding have been the controversy over the National History Standards in the early
1990s, and the backwash from even more corrosive controversies over NEA grants to artists.
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