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It’s a given that, as a reputable funder, one 
is duty-bound to make difficult decisions 
in a climate of increasing hardships for 
many organisations. There is surely an 
imperative to carefully consider how to 
direct funding to the most important or 
deserving issues. 

At the ACF conference in November 
2017, a poll found that the vast majority of 
foundations have seen their funds under 

FuNDINg CultuRE AND  
tHE HumANItIES  

increasing pressure. This, of course, often 
means difficult conversations about how to 
meet front-line needs in the areas in which 
we work at a time of government cuts. 

tRANSPARENCy
Greater transparency means that society 
reasonably wishes to know why and 
how decisions are being made, and 

funders should be as accountable as the 
organisations to which they give funds. 
Boards, umbrella organisations, research 
institutions and others in the grant-making 
sector ask what outcomes have been 
met, what the outputs are and whether 
strategic aims have been achieved.

If you’re familiar with the US term 
’effective altruism’, you will know there is 
a school of thought that draws upon the 

Following the announcement of a £13 million package of funding for postgraduate humanity 
students, Paul Ramsbottom explains why the Wolfson Foundation places such high priority on 
supporting culture and the humanities. 
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that the effect of undergraduate fees 
means that talented individuals without 
significant financial backing from their 
family are forced out of an academic 
career path. Each year, 27 students at nine 
carefully selected universities will receive 
Wolfson funding. Many of them simply 
would not have been able to pursue an 
academic career without this support – a 
huge loss, both to them individually and 
to British society. There is much debate 
about access to education across all 
levels of education, and the foundation 
is involved in those debates and funds 
imaginative responses from organisations 
such as the Sutton Trust, Teach First and 
IntoUniversity. And it would surely be a 
travesty if postgraduate studies – and an 
academic career – remained solely the 
preserve of the affluent. 

tHE ImPoRtANCE oF 
HumANItIES
In a wider context, our funding of the 
humanities makes a statement about the 
importance of the humanities to a civilised 
society. In this context, our postgraduate 
programme therefore sits alongside other 
funding in this area, including running 
the country’s leading history prize – the 
Wolfson History Prize (now in its 45th 
year). The prize is designed to make 
exactly the same argument. At a time of 
political and social turmoil, there is surely 
a greater need than ever to emphasise the 
importance of debating and discussing 
key societal questions. In the eloquent 
words of Sir David Cannadine (historian, 
President of the British Academy and 

Wolfson trustee) there is a need “to 
proclaim the abiding and essential 
importance of truth, reason, evidence-
based learning, intellectual distinction,  
and quality and power of mind”. 

It is therefore not surprising that 
even apparently esoteric subjects throw 
interesting and enlightening perspectives 
on the human condition and some of 
the great issues of our generation. 
Wolfson Scholar Robert Smith (University 
of York) is, for example, writing about 
praise discourse in Carolingian politics. 
In his analysis of this mode of talking to 
medieval rulers, he draws comparisons 
with the sycophancy surrounding the 
media coverage of President Donald 
Trump’s first full cabinet meeting 
(June 2017). At some level, all of the 
postgraduate scholars are examining 
issues of fundamental importance –  
with the advantage of using literature or 
foreign or past societies as the backdrop 
to their arguments. 

globAl DImENSIoN
Embedded within almost all of the 
work of Wolfson Scholars is a global 
dimension and, unlike most postgraduate 
scholarships, the foundation provides a 
healthy travel allowance. The major issues 
of our generation do not stop at national 
boundaries. Travel and international 
exchange of ideas become ever more 
important for researchers in a post- 
Brexit world. 

Across all of our varied funding 
programmes in the humanities, we 
are interested in how research is 
disseminated and debated. We therefore 
place an emphasis on communication 
and, for example, hold an annual 
symposium for our students at the  
British Academy each year.

As funders it is important not be 
forced into artificial choices or false 
dichotomies. Lamenting social injustice 
– and attempting to find intelligent ways 
to combat it – does not preclude funding 
of culture. This is not just because the 
funding of cultural programmes such 
as our humanities scholarships can, 
in themselves, help to serve aims of 
justice, but because this type of activity 
is essential to a civilised society. It is not 
a luxury, still less a vanity – and we are 
proud to be announcing such a substantial 
investment in this area. 

www.wolfson.org.uk

careful reasoning and gathering of high-
quality evidence to direct funds to where 
they will appear to make the most impact 
– and quickly. Directing funds to a water 
aid charity, for example, will have a pretty 
immediate effect on the beneficiaries. 
There is no doubt that this is ethical, life-
enhancing and at best, life-saving. 

oPtIoNS
But the obvious ‘quick fix’ is not the only 
option for an organisation like the Wolfson 
Foundation. Set up over 60 years ago by 
Sir Isaac Wolfson, the son of a refugee 
cabinet maker who fled to Glasgow, the 
foundation has evolved and changed over 
six decades while staying true to its roots: 
promoting the civic health of society.

Largely staying loyal to its original 
funding areas, capital grants are given 
to organisations within the broad area of 
education, science and medicine, awarding 
projects displaying and promoting 
‘excellence’. These are arguably the areas 
for which Wolfson is best known, and tend 
to be, in communications parlance, the 
‘big wins’ – the large impact-generating 
grants. Examples include funding for the 
first hospice in the 1960s and laboratory 
facilities for a range of key biomedical 
issues (including a recent new neurology 
centre at Queen Square, London). Indeed, 
science infrastructure retains a large 
proportion of the foundation’s funding. 

£13 mIllIoN EXPANSIoN
The foundation has long funded the 
arts and humanities, and has recently 
announced an expansion of a major 
programme of support for postgraduates 
in the humanities at universities across 
the UK. This provides a generous package 
of funding (£13 million) for three-year 
PhD students studying in the broad areas 
of history, literature and language. The 
ongoing investment will not turn the tide 
of under-funding for the humanities, but it 
will go some way to mitigating it. Beyond 
drawing attention to the challenges facing 
the humanities – which are only likely to 
increase with a fall in European funding 
– it also underscores the foundation’s 
commitment to disadvantaged students.

But when the UK is awash with social 
need and smaller charities are struggling 
to cope with demand, critics might ask 
the purpose of announcing £13 million of 
funding for postgraduate students. 

Clearly there is a benefit to the 
individuals funded. We are very aware 

 it would surely be 
a travesty if 
postgraduate 
studies – and an 
academic career 
– remained solely 
the preserve of  
the affluent. 


