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ABSTRACT 

This paper does not focus on responsibilizing the writing of history, but on the 

responsibilization of the funding of historical research. Over the past thirty years, historians 

across Europe have become increasingly dependent on external or “third party” funding to 

pursue their research (Raphael 2018; Verbergt 2023). From the 1980s onwards, 

governments across Europe decreased the share of basic funding allocated to universities, 

while at the same time exhorting researchers to apply for short-term project funding (Hicks 

2012). Because of this, both national and international agencies such as the Deutsche 

Forschungsgemeinschaft, the European Research Council, or the Dutch NWO nowadays 

take central places in historians’ academic careers. These institutions organize national and 

international research competitions and set “quality standards” that influence the behavior of 

researchers in the humanities and in other sciences (Lamont and Guetzkow 2016; Müller in 

press; Charlton 2002).  

 In this paper, I reflect on historians’ responsibilities as reviewers within this competitive 

“regime of grantmaking”. A regime of grantmaking, so I argue, can be defined as a set of 

historically contingent and normative assumptions, values, and practices that manage the 

relation between funders and grantees (Verbergt 2024). This paper thus focuses on 

responsibility in relation to only one specific “subject position” historians take within the 

contemporary social world of academics (Hamann 2019). Besides reviewers, historians are 

indeed also authors, colleagues, professors, researchers, and teachers, and in each of these 

positions responsible behavior may look different. As reviewers, however, historians act as 

gatekeepers, meaning that they have the power to decide who has access to scarce material 

and symbolic resources (Hoenig 2015). Historians who oversee the allocation of grants 

within prestigious grant institutions collaboratively decide what and who is “fundable” (Jacobs 

and Huistra 2019), and thus create significant value hierarchies. This, I argue, comes with 

specific responsibilities. 

 To probe how to behave responsibly in contemporary competitive funding settings, I 

address two questions. First, I ask whether compliance with pre-set funding criteria and 

procedures is responsible. Considering the significant concentration of resources in so-called 

“top” institutions, I argue that counter-resistance to pre-set competitive funding logics may be 



better for the long-term “health” of the historical discipline, especially but not exclusively in 

relation to the discipline’s epistemic pluralism. Second, I ask which other ways of funding 

historians could propose to funding agencies. Here, I reflect on alternative regimes of 

grantmaking, which are typified by radically different funding norms, values, and procedures. 

 The reflections proposed here are based on my dissertation research into the history of 

European funding for historical research (1970-today), which will be defended in the Spring 

of 2024. 
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