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Background Document for Art, Culture, and the National Agenda:

Why Humanities Policy Belongs on the Public Agenda

A summary of the broad issue

Within the culturd sector, the humanities play acrucid role, if alargely
underappreciated one. Y et by dmost any measure, the humanities at the turn of the 21%
century are suffering amgjor crisis brought on by a combination of demographic,
economic, and technologica changes. To respond to these chalenges, new public
policies are urgently needed

Explanation of thereevanceto the nation

An effective public policy towards culture must not limit its view of cuture to the
living atsdone. To do so would be like thinking that hedlth care could be promoted by
focusing only on HMOs and pharmaceutical companies, or that the environment
consisted of nothing more than endangered species. Like these other policy fields, so
culture needs to be understood as an interndly complex sector in which the vitdity of the
most visible part depends on less visble but no less crucid subsectors. For culture, this
means recognizing that the arts themsdlves, and our ability to benefit from them, depend
crucidly on the humanities. It dso means recognizing that the goods produced by
humanigs provide an immense direct public benefit in their own right.

These benefits are easy to describe, dbeit difficult to measure. Humanigs play an
indispensable role in preserving, renovating, and educating the American public about the
culturd traditions that make us Americans. Humanigts contribute theories of justice,
liberty, individudity and community that help clarify and guide politica debate and
judicid actions. And by equipping citizens with the languages, ddliberative capacities,
historica perspective and interpretive skills needed to understand other culturesin this
age of globdization, ethnic fragmentation, and what Samue Huntington warns may be an
impending “clash of dvilizations” humanigts hep America engage inteligently with the
world.

In that sense, the humanities is arguably more important to America s future than
it has ever been. But the humanities dso offers help in deding with athreat that isnot so
much political asit is economic. As the knowledge economy takes hold in the 21%



century, the ability to digtill meaning from information derived from many different
contexts, and to convey meaning effectively, will become more and more vauable.
These are precisdy the creative and communicative skills that humanists teach, and that
companies will be demanding. Mot directly, of course, such skillsfeed into America's
entertainment industry. Schindler’s Ligt would never have come to the screen without the
work done by Holocaust scholars, Boys Don't Cry was ingpired by academic thinking
about gender and identity; literary critics kept Jane Augten vital enough to be updated as
Cludess; Star Wars grew out of the ideas supplied by comparative mythologist Joseph
Camphbell; the new sounds we hear on the radio owe much to the fieldwork of
ethnomusicologigts, Disney’s higtorica theme- parks and the American Girl dollsrest on
the contributions of historians and anthropologigts. In ways that have not been well-
tracked by economists, humanists provide our cultural producers with the imaginative
capital of ideas, images, symbols, stories, sounds, and gestures, that can be put to work to
produce profitable new books, movies, paintings, or performances.

It is the non-profit arts, however, that are most dependent on the humanities, not
samply for input that scholars can provide into the creative process, but for the perhaps
even more crucid work humanists do in preparing audiences to make sense of what they
see, hear, and read. Indeed, it is arguable that without the kind of education provided by
humanigts, the nontprofit arts would lose their audiences. We lack the definitive survey
work to confirm this intuition, but what we do know about public participation in the arts
—that educationa level isthe best predictor of attendance at arts activities— generdly
supportsit.

In short, the humanities provides bas ¢ sustenance for the crestive sector and
entertainment industry, aswell as for knowledge workers and the protectors and
purveyors of America sideds. Given al the many different kinds of good it does, and its
critical importance to the vaue-chain for the arts in particular, one might imagine thet to
ensure its hedlth the humanities would be tended to assduoudy by arts policymakers, arts
funders, and the public in generd. Unfortunately, the oppositeisthe case. By dmost any
measure -- numbers of applicants to graduate school, the academic job market for
humanities Ph.D.s, academic publishing, or fdlowship aid from government and
foundations -- the humanities are in the midst of aquiet but deep criss, and new policy
initiatives, backed by fresh ideas and informed by careful research, are urgently needed to
addressiit.

Brief history of thisissue' srolein the past

Although culturd policy experts often speak in the same bregth of “the arts and
humanities” the humanities has long received both less public attention and less direct
funding than the arts. Indeed, the humanities has aways been what former NEA
Chairman Frank Hodsoll calls “abit of an orphan”. While Joan Cherbo has identified
more than 200 federd-leve arts programs emanating from awide range of federd
offices, humanities has been funded much more narrowly and parsimonioudy. At the
date level, state humanities councils are independent non profit entities dwarfed by state
arts agencies (which sometimes even administer funding to the humanities councildl).



And foundation support for the artsis roughly thirty times larger than thet for the
humanities, which depends disproportionately on a single source, the Mellon Foundation.
While visud arts centers such as the Getty are being lavishly endowed, independent
research centers and research libraries, once well-endowed, now operate at a chronic
deficit.

There are obvious reasons why this might be so. Asinterpretive arts, the
humanities seem secondary to, and less sexy than, the living arts they interpret, caught up
in thoughts rather than sensations, words rather than experiences. Moreover, much
research done by humanists does not speak directly to the public, and some of it is
difficult to understand in any case. For both these reasons, the payoff for investing in the
humeanities is less sraightforward even than for investing in the arts. And sSince most
humanigts are located within universties, the funding sreams that do exist are masked,
displacing both a sense of public respongbility for and public awareness of the condition
of this subsector of culturd activity.

But these structura features of the humanities within the cultura sector do not

explain why things have gotten so much worse in the humanities over the past severd
decades.

Current policiedactions at thenational level

Clinton-era policy towards the humanities has emphasized the vigorousness and
uniqueness of America s various regiond cultures and folkloric traditions, proposed new
programs amed at ddivering grants to underserved geographic aress, inditutions, and
communities, and called for a“national conversation” about American identity. This
tendency toward populism continued the trend established between 1982 and 1994 of
shifting NEH funding and chalenge grants from the academic sector to state and public
programs. The one areawhere funding for academic humanities incressed wasin
alocations for preserving deteriorating paper-based library collections.

But these policies did little to address the challenges posed to the university-
centered humanities by demographic, economic, and technological pressures. (Indeed, by
al but shutting down its own policy research wing, which might have supplied
inconvenient data, the NEH went out of its way to avoid noticing such pressures.)
Between 1960 and 1990, college enrollments rose from 3.5 to 15.3 million, fueled by an
explosive growth in community colleges from 400,000 to 6.5 million. As might be
expected, these students have tended toward more practical and business-oriented mgjors,
S0 that the overal number of Americans graduating with B.A.sin English has remained
stagnant as the number of business degrees has soared. Even in Research | universities
(those offering at least 40 Ph.D. degrees annudly in five or more disciplines), however,
the percentage of B.A.s awarded in the humanities dropped 25% between 1966 and 1993.

The effect of this demographic shift, and of the concurrent “flight from the arts
and sciences’ as possible careers that Sarah Turner and William Bowen have analyzed,
has been a double brain drain. On one hand, the number of applicants to top doctora



programsin the centrd humanigtic disciplines of English and History has dropped 30% in
the last four years, threatening the quality of the next generation of humanists. On the
other hand, the growth of the undergraduate population has dramaticaly shifted the
teaching function of English towards compostion and lower-leve eective courses, since
amost every undergraduate takes at least one of these. To teach these courses,
universities have increasingly turned to part-time adjunct faculty and to graduate student
labor. Anintellectud proletariat has been created, grossy exploited and alienated from
university, while the number of professorid-rank faculty has shrunk."' Movements
toward unionization of graduate-student and part-time faculty are adready well under way,
and likely to accelerate in the next decade absent strong countervailing federd effortsto
shore up the profession.

The most obvious nationd policy tool to addressthis problem isfederd
fdlowship aid for graduate students in the humanities. As Nell Rudengtine has noted,
because the reward structure of humanities as a vocation limits the sdlf-financing that
could be expected, “ providing sufficient financid assstance to doctora candidatesis
especidly important in the arts and sciences.” Y et graduate students in the humanities
rely on persona resourcesin greater percentages than the average doctord student, even
though the gap in starting sdlaries between literature and economics, law, engineering, or
computer science professors has grown from $10,000 in 1990 to $15,000 in 1996. While
the opportunity costs of pursuing a career in the humanities have soared (and with them
the attrition rate among doctora students), Federa support for graduate students — the
Education Department’s Javits and  Fulbright scholarships and Foreign Language and
Area Studies grants -- has remained stagnant." The NEH dissertation grants program was
obliterated after the devastating budget cuts of 1996.

For those lucky few who succeed in landing a tenure-track job a sdary levels
more and more incommensurate with those of non-humanist academics, the chances of
finding funding to pursue scholarly research have declined markedly over the past
decade. AsJohn D’ Arms has shown, traditional sources of support for humanists (NEH,
but dso National Humanities Center, ACLS, National Humanities Center, and the mgjor
foundations who funded the latter two) have dried up, with both the government and
foundations prioritizing interdisciplinary, socid-change-oriented, collaborative projects,
while shifting respongihility for funding individua humanist scholars to colleges and
univergties, which have proved generdly unwilling or unable to make up for the losses
from these sources.

Even if ahumanist succeeds in obtaining the support needed to research and write
abook, however, economic forces both within and outsde the university conspire to
make it increasingly difficult to successfully do so. Since the Bayh-Dole Act encouraged
universities to generate knowledge that is patentable, humanists have gotten priced out of
what has become a Darwinian marketplace of ideas. Many have noted the danger posed
to scholarship when scientists are faced with the choice of publishing or seling their
discoveries, or when corporations reach directly into departments to shape research
agendas, but for the unprofitable humanities the danger is that scholarship itsdf will be
eclipsed. When a scientific journa such as Tetrahedron L etters costs $7500 per year, the




humanities pays the price: reduced library budgets for book-buying raise prices and cut
print runs for new books in the humanities. Even university presses now operate under
pressure to function as profit centers. The result: the deeth, by starvation, of the scholarly
monograph and the first book. Outside academia, the conglomeratizing of the music and
publishing industriesis choking off the production of records and books that have little
chance for short-term crossover success,; back-ligt thinking, which once alowed classca
music, opera, and initidly unprofitable but potentialy immorta literature to Stay in print,
has become obsolete.

It is possble that the digitd revolution will help humanists surmount some of
these difficulties, by providing much chegper ways to publish books, recordings, and
images. For now, however, humanigts are being hamstrung by an absence of clear
gandards for fair use of digitized knowledge. And the one mgor piece of federa
legidation passed in the past decade that islikely to have the most impact on the price of
information — the Copyright Extension Act of 1997— has actudly postponed the entry of
worksinto the public domain, making it more difficult for humanists (as well as artists) to
use images and words that would otherwise have been available. Moreover, distance
learning is much more likely to benefit non-humanigtic disciplines where knowledge can
be tested more easily, and hence the relative unprofitability of the humanitieswill only
become more clear.

Priorities for the Nation

The next Presdent and Congress should take a series of legidative and
adminigrative steps to counteract the demographic, economic, and technologica
pressures that threaten to implode the humanities. Rather than trying to shiedd humanigts
—an impossible task — nationd policies should find ways to hep humanists manage, and
even benefit from, these chalenges.

Leglslanve actions (authorization, appropriation, allocation)
Supplement the National Endowment for the Humanities with a Nationd Trust for
the Arts and Humanities. Funds for this could be generated initidly by atax on
copyrights held more than 50 years as of 1997—that is, on copyright protection
added by the Copyright Extenson Act of 1997. As Richard Epstein has argued,
this act amounted to a giveaway of hillions of dollarsin vaue to holders of
copyrighted materids that would otherwise have been in public trust. Since artists
and humanigts are the groups most harmed by this giveaway, a good case can be
made for aquid pro quo.”
Enact tax legidation to help limit the pay differentids between faculty in the
humanities and those in other areas of the university, and provide tax credits for
graduate students in the humanities.
Explore new mechanisms to encourage investments by publishers and recording
companies in works whose value only emerges on the backlist.
Amend Bayh-Dole to insure that a higher percentage of profits from academic
research projects goes to the university rather than to individua professor-
inventors and their corporate Sponsors.



Develop new sources of federd funding to help sustain language teaching in the
aftermath of the Cold War and the loss of defense-related funding sources. In the
wake of the World Trade Center attacks, the costs of failing to graduate asingle
doctora student with expertise in the language of the Tdiban should be clear.
Allocate funding to support both research and publication-related costs for
individud scholarsin the text-based humanities.

Expand funding of NEH Summer Seminars for high-school teachers.

Allocate additiona funds for new programs in public humanities education:

1. Nationwide reading groups, administered with the help of university-based
humeanities centers, aimed at helping spread the joys of reading and discussing
greet literature.

2. Humanitiesin the Arts: a program to add a humanities component provided by
academia to enrich the experiences provided by museums, operas, theetres, or
dance companies. One of the fastest-growing areas of public humanitiesisin
museum education (the Metropolitan Museum'’ s education budget alone
would be the envy of most humanities deans), yet thereis very little direct
collaboration between museums and university-based humanities; in the other
arts, thereis drikingly little humanistic input of any kind. This program
would help prepare those atending a chalenging art exhibition, abdlet, or a
jazz performance to get more out of such experiences.

Administrative actions (structure and organization or personnel, regulation,

leverage pointsfor national policiesat state, local, and private levels)

- Create an office — preferably within the NEH, but if in Education, then linked to the
NEH -- to sudy humanities palicies. This office should develop the statistics,
anayses, and policy options needed to help policymakers assess things like the state
of scholarly publishing, the career structure of academic humanigts, and the
effectiveness of exising programs.

Egablish dear “fair use’ guiddines that give wide latitude for academicdly-based
humanigts to quote or show images from materids available via the internet.
Encourage strategic planning between NEH, state humanities councils, and
university-based humanities centers.

Investigate price-gouging by commercia publishers of academic journds.

Expand the Smithsonian’ s innovative recording initiative to include not just
indigenous and folk music but opera, classca music, and other forms of “high” art
that are threatened by conglomertization.

What We Know
Relevant facts and statistics that support an assessment of the current situation;
pleaseinclude data in forms suitable for presentation in sdebarsand illustrations

(charts, graphs, etc.).

Unemployment rates among humanities Ph.D.s.



1995 Status of Ph.D. Recipients
in English, 1983-85

Bource: “Ph.D.'s - Ten Years Later,” University of California at Berleley

Chrandale chart by Mangaret Ross

Applicationsto Graduate Departments of English and History, 1995-1999

Y ear 1995 1997 1998 1999

7,237 5,807 5,494 5,380
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Some effects of NEH cuts:

Summer seminars and ingtitutes for teachers have been cut by 2/3

The cumulative audience for quality humanities programming fell by 70
million viewers



Research and scholarship projects have falen precipitoudy (though tellingly,
the NEH Chair failed to put afigureto thisin his Congressiond tesimony).""
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