
In the university system, as in many other aspects of British institutional life,
the gap between the officially projected image and day by day lived
experience is now so great that almost nothing is as it is made to appear.
Academics are not supposed to draw attention to this, but in the present
case this is unavoidable. As with art’s other contemporary forms, an
understanding of context is central to any consideration of art as research.
This is particularly the case because it must locate itself in relation to the
presuppositions of both the commercial and state-subsidised art worlds and
that of university research. Although the value of art as research is still
contested, there is a growing sense that the interface between the non-
verbal intelligence it manifests and more traditional forms of research may
offer valuable, even radical, possibilities. Inevitably however, this sense of
possibility also gives rise to opposition, both tacit and explicit. My concern
here is to illuminate something of the politics of knowledge at play in this
situation. It should go without saying that the perspective offered is a
personal one. 

The current orthodoxy is that the arts contribute to society through wealth
creation and contribution to the quality of life. This rationale is difficult to
extend to doctoral study involving art as research, buffeted as it is between
the idea that personal success in the arts depends on acquiring a ‘training’ in
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art world professionalism, and the academic authority derived from
mastering high theory. As a result, doctorates based on art as research
remain an edgy subject, exacerbated by all the insecurities, dogmas and
paranoia of the two traditional worlds from which it has evolved, and
haunted by the larger question of what doctoral education in the arts, as
provided by the traditional PhD, is for. Is it intended as a professional
qualification – something that, for an artist, is surely better provided by a
professional doctorate in visual or fine arts (the DFA) – or as an academic
training for those who want to teach the arts in the university sector? Or is it
primarily an arts-based education, requiring no more rationale than that it
contribute, in a democratic society, to the artistic, intellectual and critical
equivalent of ecological bio-diversity? Unfashionable as this last view is, it
remains the case that teaching in universities inevitably becomes tired,
derivative and increasingly dogmatic unless staff are actively and freely
engaged in all the many and various kinds of enquiry formalised by the
words ‘scholarship’ and ‘research’. (I stress the word ‘freely’ because many of
those working in universities feel coerced into an instrumental research
culture with which they feel increasingly at odds). Good doctoral education
surely needs to be both training and education, but the preservation of the
open-ended, educational element, particularly at a time when the pressures
for rapid production of ‘research outputs’ in the arts and humanities sideline
other concerns, may need defending if democracy is to safeguard itself
against its own erosion. 

While I support this freedom, I also acknowledge that it has frequently been
used to distract attention from the complex, murky, and sometimes bitter
realities of academic research. The most distinctive and rewarding element in
supervising doctoral degrees based on art as research is that they bring into
sharp focus questions about the relationship between art as a sensuous
knowing and the world of conceptual knowledge privileged by the university
as a state-sponsored institution. At best what results from such doctorates is
a particular and challenging form of ‘art as exposition’ at odds with that
produced for the commercial or state-subsidised art worlds, and also at odds
with the assumptions of the status quo in academic research. Hybrid,
sensuous and critically reflective in equal parts, it is at best a subversive
response to a university system that requires that the traditional role of
artist/pedagogue be adapted to the new, hybrid role of
artist/pedagogue/researcher. 

It must be said at once that this art as exposition is anathema to many
artists/pedagogues and, looking at the plethora of ‘art and science’ projects
funded in recent years, it is difficult not to sympathise with their view. Some
such projects have undoubtedly produced genuinely interesting and
stimulating interventions and outcomes with value on both sides; in others
the artist has become little more than an exotic service provider,
overwhelmed by the authority, confidence and spending power of ‘Big
Science’. The art element in such projects often appears as little more than
an aesthetic elaboration or embroidering of scientific concerns, with
fundamental questions about the differences between art and science left
unasked. I use this example, perhaps somewhat unfairly, because it points to
one significant cause of the often problematic relationship between art as
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research and academic research more generally, one that results from deep-
rooted cultural presuppositions about the relationships between art and
knowledge in our culture, where knowledge is unconsciously imagined as the
child of scientific methodology. However, the term ‘science’ here should not
be taken at face value.

In government circles it is tacitly assumed that the terms ‘science’ and
‘research’ are for all practical purposes synonymous. ‘Science’ here does not,
however, refer to anything as complex and diverse as the multiplicity of
actual practices deployed by working scientists. Rather it signifies a set of
presuppositions about the benefits of a monolithic, Apollonian world-view;
the aura of authority to be derived from that view; and the particular value
of its concepts to the rhetoric by which power both masks and reproduces
itself. In terms of the pragmatics of university research funding, this
assumption places the arts and humanities in a permanently defensive
position, that of always tryingto avoid the marginalisation now known,
thanks to one politician’s dismissive aside, as the ‘medieval 
history situation’. 

The reconfiguration of the traditional role of the artist/pedagogue in terms
of the new demands on artist/pedagogue/researcher requires changes in the
level and manner in which those who wish to teach art in universities acquire
their terminal degree. Arguably the value of art as research undertaken at
doctoral education is that it should enable such individuals to negotiate a
route between the orthodox view that what he or she does is ‘a bit like’
applied science and the reality of the arts as research. I would argue that the
value of art as research lies in no small part in its questioning of definitions
of knowledge as dictated by the state conception of ‘science’. The work of
art and science are distinct, not least because ‘there can be no negation in
art because there are no concepts available to verify the truth or falsity of
aesthetic judgements or the artwork produced as a consequence of those
judgements.’ 1 An understanding from which it follows that the
‘advancement of knowledge’ in relation to the arts ‘is not subject to
objective measurement, it is subject to understanding.’ 2 The importance of
negotiating between these two positions is rarely acknowledged or openly
discussed but its execution is central to art as research if it is to engage with
the dynamics of contemporary visual culture as it intersects with the
dominant epistemology. In this respect art as research continues to develop
the critique of the higher education system by artists such as Joseph Beuys in
the early 1970s.

The humanities research community tried, in the post-1945 period, to lay
claim to a quasi-scientific authority via the social sciences in order to counter
the threat of marginalisation. The resulting assertion of cultural authority
allowed it to colonise, legislate for, and interpret the arts – conveniently
ranked lower still in the academic hierarchy – to an unprecedented degree.
This was done in the name of creating a superior, more objective, more
socially responsible understanding of visual culture and greatly expanded, for
those trained in humanities disciplines, employment possibilities in the
university and related fields of cultural mediation. As with other colonial
situations, colonisation brought considerable benefits to cooperative natives

3



able to capitalise on the resulting modernisation. This post-war colonisation
has irreversibly changed art education and the interpretation of the arts and
has now reached a point where both the identity of coloniser and colonised
have been radically transformed. Inevitably, however, increased reflexivity
within art education led to a post-colonialism that questioned the
humanities’ traditional privileging of the written text in doctoral research.
Given that doctoral study serves as the gate-keeping process by which access
to the university and its power and discourses is granted or withheld,
skirmishes were bound to break out around the definition, purpose and
examination of art as research at doctoral level. 

Predictably, it has been academics wedded to the orthodoxies of the post-
war humanities tradition that have most frequently had trouble recognising
‘the rigor and integrity of visual intellectuality’ to which art as research lays
claim. The situation is rendered more difficult by the fact that there is no
consensus between those employed in university art departments who cling
to the belief that they are artists/pedagogues and those who, for what ever
reason, have grasped the nettle of the artist/pedagogue/researcher role
regarding art as research in doctoral education. Consensus will not be
reached while we fail to acknowledge that art as research is caught between
the Apollonian presuppositions underpinning conventional university
research on one hand and, on the other, the suspicion of the art world, to
which many full-time artists/pedagogues still look for confirmation of their
‘real’ status. 

Post-war doctoral study in the humanities was conceptualised as research
training, an apprenticeship in which methodology was understood as a
science of method. The fundamental inappropriateness of this model for
those involved in the arts has been clearly articulated by Sally Morgan, who
uses the differences between ‘“scientific” historiography’, concerned with ‘an
exposition which is consciously argued and ‘concluded’ by the author in an
attempt to avoid ambiguity’, and creative art practices, with their ‘synthesis
of sensual and intellectual allusion’3 to make her point. This denial of
difference in the name of academic rigor lies at the heart of current debates
about art as research, and in particular about doctoral research. I will now
turn to a recent example of what this involves before going on to comment
on wider issues. 

The National Association for Fine Art Education recently held its first
conference for doctoral students and their supervisors. This acknowledged,
albeit somewhat tardily, that the doctorate is now a significant factor in fine
art education. Its tardiness is highlighted, however, by the publication of
Thinking Through Art: reflections on art as research.4 Edited by Katy Macleod
and Lin Holdridge, this is the culmination of a long and radical partnership
that has produced publications and conferences over many years promoting
and enabling art as research. While the importance of this book to debates
about the visual arts in relation to conceptions of knowledge and
understanding in the university cannot be overestimated, both past and
recent experience suggests that it will not get the attention it deserves
because its arguments threaten the status quo. Even before the book had
been published, the American art historian James Elkins made an 
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attempt to discredit it that is indicative of the situation described above. 

In April 2005 Elkins made public the fact that he had been asked to
contribute an Afterword to what he describes as a ‘book of essays by people
who obtained the creative-arts PhD’.5 In what can only be seen as retaliation
for the editors’ rigorous editing of his contribution, he portrays the book as
an exercise in self-promotion by those with ‘creative-arts PhDs’. Yet in
actuality some of the contributors have conventional doctorates, some have
doctorates grounded in art as research and others, myself included, have no
doctorate at all. Elkins’ stance is a typical ‘reframing’ of art as research to
appear as the product of a partisan polemic and so unworthy of serious
academic attention. As one of the twenty contributors to the book I cannot
pretend to be neutral; however it is, in my view, clear that Elkins’ attempt to
belittle the book stems not from an objective critique of its arguments –
there is internal evidence in the original, unedited Afterword that suggests
Elkins merely skimmed the book’s material – but from a desire to maintain
the balance of power in university art education.6

Elkins’ tactics neatly conform to observations by sociologists that, when a
particular way of producing knowledge is attempting to maintain its
dominance, it will judge all other claims only according to its own, exclusive,
criteria. There is a ‘recurrent historical pattern’ by which ‘intellectual
innovations are first described as misguided by those whose ideas are
dominant, then ignored and, finally, taken over by their original adversaries
as their own invention.’ 7 The root of Elkins’ hostility is neatly summarised by
his stated belief in ‘the original spirit of research – the scientific spirit’,
particularly given that it is precisely the hegemony of this Apollonian spirit
that the best creative-practice research seeks to modify and open 
to question.8

Elkins’ difficulty with Thinking Through Art is further clarified by his denial
of any resistance within the university system to new understandings rooted
as much in an informed poetics of understanding as the ‘scientifically’
derived methodologies. As the sociology of knowledge predicts, he denies
point blank that there is any resistance to ‘a poetics or a new form of
knowledge’ and, in the process, reduces an important epistemological
conflict to a pragmatic issue in the teaching of studio art. He insists, that is,
that what universities are troubled by is not an epistemological challenge to
the status quo but rather ‘a lack of hierarchical instruction: what keeps
studio art on the margins is its apparent lack of stepwise, graduated
knowledge in college level courses’; a lack, in his view, of ‘testable, discrete,
hierarchically arranged skills and facts’. He adds: ‘in my experience, when
that impediment is removed so is the resistance.’ 9 When seen from a British
context, this can only be viewed as either culpable ignorance of a debate
lasting at least ten years, or as a wilful denial of the lived realities of doctoral
study in the visual arts. 

Elkins suggests that it may be productive to consider the relationship of the
‘new PhD in studio art’ to the ‘intellectual and creative life in the university’
as something wholly separable from ‘economic, practical, or political
dimensions’. 10 This is, in my view, to suggest the simply untenable, given the
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nature of contemporary visual art practice and research. More significantly in
the context of this article, it is untenable because it replicates precisely the
separatist position from which those responsible for managing and
supervising research in the arts have increasingly distanced themselves over
the last ten years. Few people occupying such roles today would maintain, as
Sir Christopher Frayling did in 1996, that there is, or indeed could be, any
absolute separation of the academy from the art world. Nor, indeed, that
either can be understood in isolation from the larger socio-political context
in which both are firmly embedded. Such obfuscations can only highlight the
complexity of the underlying problem of authority facing those arguing for
art as research in relation to both the academic and art worlds.

In the vast majority of disciplines in the academic world, intellectual
authority is accrued on the basis of quality of research as validated by
common practices. Individuals are initiated into this authority through
gaining a doctorate, indicating their ability to carry out original research and
so make a contribution to the production of new knowledge. Ongoing
validation of this authority takes place through institutional systems – the
conference circuit, refereed journals, academic publication, etc. – that
produce closely argued, self-reflexive debate. However, this process also
includes seeking wider consensus beyond the discipline, often via whatever
cluster of adjacent disciplines is generally regarded as relevant. Additionally,
the process increasingly takes into account larger, more broadly social,
contexts that provide concrete indicators as to the use value of the
knowledge thus validated. Ideally these external indicators match discipline
consensus as to any individual participant’s authority. 

It might reasonably be expected that the professional authority of an
artist/academic would be measured using a similar set of nested indicators.
However, until very recently no applicant for a full-time post in a university
art department was expected to have a doctorate. (Such an expectation is
still the exception rather than the rule). Instead, employment has depended,
at least in part, on meeting indicators of ‘reputation’ as understood by senior
art staff already employed in the institution. The absence of the doctorate in
this process has become increasingly problematic as the ability to function
effectively across the spectrum of tasks reflected in the term
artist/pedagogue/researcher becomes a core condition of employability in an
increasing complex university system. In parallel, the university sector as
reflected in the Arts and Humanities Research Council is becoming less
tolerant of the notion that the outcomes of the artist’s ‘professional practice’
are an acceptable equivalent to the activities of research, for which a
doctorate is the traditional preparation. 

The resulting concern as to the authority of the artist/pedagogue is
compounded if, as Matthew Collings has argued, the most successful forms
of contemporary art practice are seen to be largely devoid of any significant
content, so that artistic reputation appears to rest substantially on an ability
to engage in successful positioning and self-promotion. Reputation then
appears to have little or nothing to do with any ability to contribute to new
knowledge as understood by the university. Sir Christopher Frayling
identified this problem in 1996 in terms of the ‘professionalism and glitz
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’that run ‘very deep in our system’ 11, while Collings has claimed that:

‘Today’s art... [is] ... based on an absorbed or picked-up-from-the-air-when-
still-a-student structuralist idea of creativity, vaguely scientific or science-
revering, shunning anything soulful or beyond reason... [and] ...is based on a
formula where something looks startling at first and then turns out to be
expressing some kind of banal idea, which someone will be sure to tell you
about. The ideas are never important or even really ideas, more notions, like
the notions in advertising. Nobody pursues them anyway, because there’s
nothing there to pursue.’ 12

Whatever we may think of Collings’ scepticism, his views are indicative of a
persistent uncertainty, both within the university and more generally, about
the status of members of a contemporary art world where ‘glitz and
professionalism’ appear as primary, even determining, qualities of a
successful practice, the additional aura of the ‘vaguely scientific or science-
revering’ notwithstanding. In such a context the authority of art staff
without a doctoral degree can appear to be based on nothing more than an
ill-defined concept of ‘reputation’ derived from a complex of diverse spheres
of activity and values that are uncertainly located, fall outside the
methodologies of academic scrutiny, and are part of a notoriously fickle
culture industry increasingly wedded to celebrity culture. In short, the
authority of art staff without a doctoral degree can appear to stem from
highly subjective value-judgements made by a small, self-perpetuating group
of their peers. This will I hope make it clear why those who teach art
students are increasingly likely to need doctoral degrees. What remains at
issue is the range and focus of such degrees. 

Consequently, while many researchers working in the sciences might argue
that the differences between the two ways in which ‘academic authority’ are
judged are far slighter than the outline above might suggest, it remains the
case that the doctorate based on art as research is a battleground on which
issues of academic authority – ultimately the ability to arbitrate what forms
of knowledge are seen as substantive in any area and what not – are
currently being tested and contested. As I have tried to indicate, a number of
overlapping and by no means clear-cut constituencies have a stake in that
battle. However, if those centrally engaged in arts education are to have any
hope of bringing previously marginalised or suppressed forms of intelligence
to play on the dynamics of university research, and in such a way that these
have real social impact, then they must acknowledge the various forms of
resistance to artistic and social change this involves, understand the reasons
for it and find strategies to progress that aim. My aim here has been to
contribute to that process of recognition. No matter how uncomfortable this
may be in terms of their personal histories, current alignments or
relationship to the status quo in either the art world or the university, this is
the task central to art as research in its most radical incarnations.
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