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Formal recognition 
for creative work: 
Some critical refl ections
Gerrit oLivier

→  This paper addresses institutional and philosophical questions 

around the South African debate on the recognition of creative work 

within the present research subsidy system of the Department of 

Higher Education and Training. While looking at both similarities 

and diff erences between research in diff erent areas, I argue that the 

creative arts is a complex form of knowledge production that should 

not be forced into a framework resembling that of other research 

activities.
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Introduction

This paper offers a somewhat polemical reflection 
on the position of the visual and performing arts in 
the South African academy, and particularly on the 
relationship between artistic practice research and 
traditional forms of scholarship. I attempt to address 
both bureaucratic and more philosophical questions.

At the Creative outputs workshop hosted by the 
University of Stellenbosch, 17-19 August 2007, a fair 
degree of consensus was reached that practitioners 
in the field of the visual, performing and literary artsi 
should seek national recognition for peer-reviewed 
outputs as research. This would bring the present 
system of the Department of Higher Education 
and Training (DoHET), which restricts research to 

‘textual output’, into accordance with policies and 
practices in countries such as the United Kingdom 
and Australia where the desirability of recognising 
a wide range of outputs is no longer debated.ii Other 
initiatives in this area include a report by Veronica 
Baxter, Mark Fleishman, Temple Hauptfleisch, and 
Alex Sutherland on a project, funded by the National 
Research Foundation (NRF), which focused on practice 
as research in the performing arts in South Africa 
and to which I hereafter refer to as the ‘Fleishman 
Report’ (2008).iii

Unfortunately the Stellenbosch consensus has not 
produced the kind of initiatives the delegates thought 
might constitute progress, namely, an approach to the 
DoHET for the recognition of creative work within the 
research subsidy system, as well as lobbying Higher 
Education South Africa (HESA, the successor to the 
Committee of University Principals) for support. The 
document entitled ‘Department of Education: Subsidy 
for creative outputs’ which appears as Appendix 1 to 
this paper, and which is hereafter referred to as the 

‘Stellenbosch Appendix’, was drafted subsequent to the 
Stellenbosch symposium. At the time of writing, the 
document had not yet been submitted to the DoHET – a 
delay which may have its advantages, because it is, as 
I argue further on in this paper, a flawed document.iv

The overall situation in the tertiary sector with regard 
to the recognition of creative outputs has therefore 
remained largely unchanged to what it was before 
the Stellenbosch workshop. Although individuals in 
the performing and visual arts have received NRF 
ratings as social science researchers, the DoHET still 
restricts the research it subsidises to ‘textual output’. 
This restriction is at odds with the interest the NRF 

has shown in extending the parameters of recognised 
research activities. At many South African universities 
one can now receive internal recognition for creative 
work equivalent to that granted to conventional 
research. The University of Pretoria (UP), for example, 
has a committee which awards research points on 
the basis of peer-reviews by experts nominated by 
members of staff in consultation with their depart-
ments. Stellenbosch University has guidelines for the 
number of points that can be allocated in a procedure 
that resembles that of the UP, and at the University 
of the Witwatersrand (Wits), the Senate has accepted 
a similar policy, with an agreed set of assessment 
criteria.

A related development has occurred in the introduc-
tion of Ph.Ds in fields where creative work is intimately 
bound up with research. This development follows 
initiatives that have become standard in many univer-
sities internationally. At Wits, for example, the Senate 
has accepted that the Ph.D thesis could incorporate 
creative work, leaving it to the Faculty to develop 
procedures and standing orders to regulate and 
evaluate the new practice.

Given that the situation is still in flux in relation to what, 
in papers presented at the On making: Integrating 
approaches to practice-led research in art and design 
colloquium held at the University of Johannesburg 
(UJ), 15-16 October 2009, at which the present paper 
was first presented, is variously called ‘practice-led 
research’ (Mäkelä, Olivier, Paton, Van Zyl, Farber), 
‘practice-based research’ (Butt, Combrink, Marley 
& Greyling), ‘creative scholarship’ (Smith), ‘design 
build research’ (Low), ‘performing research’ (Birch), 

‘dramaturgy as research method’ (Fleishman), ‘art and 
research‘ (Siopis), ‘theory practice research’ (Kaden), 
‘practice as research‘ (Taub) and ‘practice-led research’ 
and ‘research-led practice’ (Kreutzveld & Gaylard), it 
would be useful to reflect on two basic questions: what 
do those who have a professional interest in greater 
formal recognition for creative work within the South 
African academy agree upon when they talk about 
‘practice-led research’, and what do they want the 
institutional outcome of that agreement to be? 

Two common sense assertions underpin my argument. 
Firstly, Jan Vermeer’s View on Delft or Ludwig von 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony is not appreciated as 
research in the first instance, no matter how much 
research may have gone into the making of these 
works, or how much research could be shown to have 
gone into them. Art, even bad art, occupies a domain 

that is peculiar to itself and that has over centuries 
been described by philosophers, writers on aesthet-
ics, philologists and others in many different ways 
that cannot possibly be covered in a paper such as 
this. ‘Creative output’ can incorporate, flow from, be 
based on or lead to research, but in the final analysis 
it remains something different from research. Much 
of my further argument is based on the rejection of 
the notion that creative practice should be deliber-
ately shaped or packaged to resemble outputs in other 
fields of enquiry – a view that finds support in Dennis 
Strand’s (1998) Australian report on research in the 
creative arts, hereafter referred to as the ‘Strand 
Report’.v Secondly, I assume that those interested in 
formal recogntion for creative work are ideally seeking 
recognition for work that results from legitimate 
and widely accepted (and expected) professional and 
creative practices in their areas of specialisation, and 
not only for work that is conceptualised, executed and 
presented as a research output.vi 

What was discussed at the Stellenbosch workshop, and 
was again the topic at the On making colloquium, is 
in effect the entry into full citizenship of the academy 
for creative artists. Whether one claims that artistic 
products are research or that they are the equiva-
lent of research or that they accompany, incorporate 
or inspire research is a question that presents an 
interesting conundrum on which I elaborate.vii The 
context within which policy-makers, academics and 
practitioners speak is partially determined by an 
experience of lack and a sense of neglect among South 
African visual and performing artists who work in the 
academy. There has not been a generous acceptance 
of the importance of the visual and performing arts 
as an intellectual enterprise in the impressive array of 
policy documents that have emerged from within the 
university system or from government departments 
since 1994.viii 

Defining research

Broadly speaking three elements define ‘textual output’ 
as research within the South African education system, 
and probably most education systems: its presenta-
tion, its contribution to knowledge and the method 
by which it gains recognition. These aspects are not 
necessarily articulated in full in the DoHET documents 
one gets to see, as those documents simply accept the 
journal peer-review system as an adequate proxy. For 
this reason, it would be useful to examine the defining 
elements in some detail, starting with recognition.

Recognition is the acceptance by experts in the field 
that the work is, in fact, research: no more and no less 
than that. I argue below that the presentation and 
contribution to knowledge of textual output normally 
are conditions for such recognition. Recognition is 
the blessing from those in the know, through the 
mechanism of peer-review. This is why the subsidy 
system provides automatic recognition to research 
contributions in peer-reviewed and accredited 
journals – and partially why it is more complicated 
to gain such recognition for book chapters even in 
prestigious collections edited by world experts and 
published by respectable university presses.ix

An accredited journal is a peer-reviewed journal 
which the DoHET has approved after having, at least 
in theory, satisfied itself that the journal has a properly 
functioning peer-review system in place, a system 
that can deliver (minimal) judgments on quality. 
Accreditation thus serves as a proxy for the value 
judgments that would otherwise have to be made in 
individual cases by someone else. Such a system is 
ideally suited to the natural sciences, where a small 
selection of top journals often serves as the locus of 
research in a particular field. 

Although inevitably accredited journals do, from 
time to time, include articles that may not fully meet 
the criteria discussed here, it can be accepted that 
there is a system which may occasionally let through 
items of dubious value, but which generally provides 
a reliable screening mechanism for decisions on the 
recognition of research and the allocation of research 
subsidy. It is a convenient system because it is based 
on proxy assessments. It also is a functional system. 
Despite its validation of the journal article as the 
primary mechanism for the production of knowledge, 
South African universities have, at least publicly, 
refrained from challenging the system’s neglect of 
other standard forms of knowledge dissemination 
in the arts, humanities and social sciences (the book, 
the book chapter, the catalogue); universities have 
also encouraged the publication of journal articles, 
and used statistics derived from the system to boast 
about their own productivity. Any proposal for the 
recognition of creative work that interferes with this 
pragmatism, convenience and functionality might 
find itself in trouble. 

Recognition of textual output as research implies 
adherence to certain norms of presentation and to 
ideas on the growth of knowledge. An article in, say, 
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an accredited journal in sociology distinguishes 
itself from tearoom talk or dinner table conversa-
tion through, firstly, its presentation or the discur-
sive protocols it adheres to. How the observations 
and propositions in that article came into being is 
in principle a matter of no consequence from the 
point of view of scholarship. The same applies to the 
natural sciences. No matter how interesting such 
questions may be, in the final analysis it really does not 
matter whether Albert Einstein hit upon the Theory of 
Relativity after careful experimentation, discussions 
with his colleagues or a dream he had one night. On 
the freedom that exists in the domain of invention or 
conjecture there is substantial agreement amongst 
theorists and historians of science.

What does matter, of course, is whether Einstein 
could make his theory accessible to others (albeit 
that, initially, these may have constituted a limited 
group of fellow scientists). Without these qualities, the 
Theory of Relativity would have forever languished in 
obscurity. In order for any research output in either the 
natural or the human sciences to be comprehensible 
and accessible for further analysis it should, generally 
speaking, display the following characteristics:

Firstly, the research output must be terminologi-
cally clear. It must respect the meaning of current 
scholarly terms or, if it introduces new ones, define 
these for the sake of intelligibility. Scholarship thus 
includes adherence to linguistic convention; it shares 
knowledge in a disciplined way; it is a highly regulated 
discourse. This may raise the question as to what sort 
of recognition would have been forthcoming nowadays 
for Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus logico-philosophi-
cus (1922) or Jacques Derrida’s De la grammatologie 
(1967). This is a terminological requirement, implying 
the need for the scholar to use language (including 
mathematical or symbolic languages) that is precise, 
inter-subjective and respects the agreements around 
terms that have come into being in his or her field of 
enquiry.

Secondly, scholarship must put forward propositions 
about the world, whether these be verifiable hypoth-
eses as defined by Karl Popper (1958; 1963),x explana-
tory propositions (which may or may not or may not 
yet be verifiable), interpretative statements that could 
become the subject of further debate and analysis, 
arguments in favour of one theory over another, and 
so forth. The research, therefore, moves beyond a 
pure description and ventures into an explanation of 

its findings within the field of knowledge as it exists 
at the time of publication.

Thirdly, it must marshal evidence in support of its 
propositions. This evidence may already be availa-
ble and can be referred to; if it is new evidence it is 
included in the presentation. The evidence may be 
circumstantial or conjectural or mainly argumenta-
tive, but the key point remains that unsubstantiated 
assertions do not, in the normal course of events, 
qualify as science. 

I have said that a contribution to knowledge can also 
be assumed to be indicated by the peer-review and 
accreditation process. This means no more than that 
the issues addressed by the article are substantial and 
non-trivial and that the answers provided to them 
have some explanatory value. Here, too, readers can 
probably recall articles which do not achieve this aim; 
articles which regurgitate the already known; which 
display all the external characteristics of research 
yet address themselves to unimportant or anecdotal 
or transient questions; misinterpret their evidence 
or put forward implausible propositions. The ideal 
worldxi is not in reality perfect, but it is a world in 
which the DoHET and South African universities have 
chosen to live, a world in which ‘textual output’ is 
valued and rewarded financially on the assumption 
that peer-review ensures that those outputs make 
meaningful contributions to science in the process of 
accumulating, criticising and developing knowledge. 
The ‘knowledge economy’ thus has its own internal 
system for regulating and evaluating contributions 
to knowledge, at least from those who are employed 
as ‘knowledge workers’.

The difference between the supposed exactitude of the 
‘hard’ sciences in relation to the more interpretative 
work of the humanities is smaller than implied by 
Wilhelm Dilthey’s (Makkreel 1993) classic distinc-
tion between erklären (explaining) and verstehen 
(understanding). Scholarship in the humanities is 
generally historical rather than predictive, with a focus 
on the unique event, but both sides respect the need 
for clear terminology, evidential foundations, logical 
argument and explanatory conclusions. Especially 
since Popper,xii it is also accepted that processes of 
deduction are more fundamental to the growth of 
knowledge than processes of induction. Quantum 
theory, work on dark matter and theories about the 
origins of the universe provide ample evidence that 
much of science has become startlingly speculative. 

Many items of scholarly value have existed, exist and 
continue to exist outside of the circuit of surveillance, 
performance evaluation and financial reward that 
characterise the research subsidy system. Even within 
the academy, these structures are not universally 
seen as yielding reliable value judgments, nor is the 
footnoted peer-reviewed journal article necessarily 
considered the only form of valid knowledge. One 
of the most insightful articles to be found anywhere, 
the philosopher Harry G. Frankfurt’s ‘On bullshit’, 
which was published in book form in 2005, argues 
its case without providing a single footnote. Many 
methods and systems and informal circuits of evalua-
tion and recognition exist outside of those applying 
in the peer-reviewed journal. Furthermore, while 
journals appearing on the Social Sciences and Arts 
and Humanities indices of the Institute of Scientific 
Information (ISI) and on the International Bibliography 
of Social Sciences (IBSS) generally is assumed to 
indicate higher quality than journals on the DoHET’s 
approved list of local journals, the DoHET system is 
designed to identify items that have made it into the 
recognised research category, and not to provide more 
refined distinctions within that category. 

Artistic practice and research

If practitioners wish to gain recognition within 
the formal academy for creative work a number of 
non-trivial difficulties arise. Assuming that the basic 
principles and procedures of the DoHET system 
for subsidising research are unlikely to change 
fundamentally,xiii one could take a pragmatic 
approach to the matter by trying to accommodate the 
recognition of creative work within the current model.

It is in principle possible to conduct peer-reviews 
within the current system by adapting the DoHET 
procedure for the evaluation of books and appointing 
two independent assessors to review portfolios of 
creative work. The practical and logistic problems are 
not insurmountable. Suppose the DoHET accepts that 
creative work is recognised as research: presumably it 
would then want to be satisfied that universities have 
clear assessment criteria and rigorous procedures 
for appointing independent external peer- reviewers 
and evaluating their reports, and that, because of the 
variety of work involved, one could not have a single 
panel of reviewers. This should not pose a problem 
as good peer-review journals too, seek out experts in 
the field depending on the nature of the contribution 
that is assessed.

But matters are not that simple. In the above paragraph 
I have made assumptions that hide significant difficul-
ties. The first of these is the absence in the visual arts 
of a proxy mechanism for evaluation. As far as textual 
output is concerned, the DoHET takes it for granted 
that any item published in an accredited journal is a 
research output. In some systems one finds an equiva-
lent for this in the creative arts. The Australian system, 
for example, allocates research points to creative 
outputs with modern-day Prussian precision.xiv 
This may be feasible in a fairly homogenous, stable 
society but perhaps not in a society in flux where 
there appears to be little consensus on the value to 
be associated with, say, a retrospective exhibition of 
the work of a major artist in Johannesburg’s Standard 
Bank Gallery. Moreover, in some areas of the visual and 
performing arts it is very difficult to identify avenues 
of public dissemination that would yield any kind of 
peer-review assessment, even a disputed one. Suppose 
a colleague composed an opera on the life of Jackson 
Hlongwane: in which venue and by whom would this 
have to be performed in order for that performance 
to be accepted as a proxy for value comparable to 
that provided by acceptance for publication in a 
peer-reviewed journal?

A second, logistic difficulty relates to a different 
question: which agency should be responsible for the 
peer-review process? Given that a central clearing-
house could become a logistic nightmare, the DoHET 
would have to rely on individual universities ensuring 
that peer-reviews are conducted on the basis of agreed 
evaluation criteria and guidelines on the appointment 
of peer reviewers.xv This would have to be an exercise 
based on good faith and one which may require a 
periodic review of the procedures being followed at 
individual institutions. From a purely practical point 
of view, therefore, one can devise a system that does 
similar gatekeeping to that done by the peer-reviewed 
journal. The more fundamental questions relate to 
the two main components of the DoHET’s canonical 
definition of research as a written text that contributes 
to knowledge, as well as to the public nature of the 
visual and performing arts.

In what sense could it be said that the artistic object 
contributes to knowledge? It is immediately apparent 
that, without further qualification, ‘knowledge’ is 
not an adequate term for the variety of ways in which 
cultural objects contribute to the world, namely by 
offering understanding, insight, reflection, interpreta-
tion, new perspectives, innovation, structure, beauty, 
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and so forth. It would be desirable for any recogni-
tion of cultural objects as ‘knowledge’ to include the 
acknowledgement that this is ‘knowledge’ of a differ-
ent kind to that presented in conventional scholarly 
papers. To this condition must be added the evident 
fact that the work of art itself is an object of knowledge. 
So is science, but only in the limited sense that its 
practices, history and development can be objects of 
investigation. Scientific ‘textual output’ is a medium 
of dissemination rather than an object of scientific 
study in its own right.

The South African debate around these issues seems 
to continue in relative ignorance of an impressive 
tradition of theories that claim that the artwork 
expresses or embodies a particular kind of knowledge. 
According to Gary Kemp (2010), Benedetto Croce 
(1860-1952), who has taken this kind of thinking 
further in his rather opaque concept of the artwork 
as a complex intuition-expression as developed in 
his Aesthetics (1902), claims that Giambattista Vico 
(1668-1744) was the first “to recognize the aesthetic 
as a self-sufficient and non-conceptual mode of 
knowledge”.xvi This is clearly not a straightforward, 
scientifically verifiable kind of knowledge. Instead, it 
is ‘knowledge’ that appeals to more than the rational, 
analytic self and is imbedded in the structure, texture 
and patterns of the work; one could call it artistic truth 
in the sense first developed by Aristotle, who was at 
pains to emphasise in his Ars Poetica the difference 
between the writing of history (which he saw as an 
empirical activity) and poetry, as well as the fact that 
tragedy does not deal with historical truth but with 
probabilities which reveal the moral and social truths 
of human existence and inter-human relations.xvii 
This complex matter can be crudely summarised by 
saying that the Aristotelian truth is achieved through 
recognition and not through verification.

It is useful to remember that the work of art also is 
an aesthetic object. No historicism, new historicism, 
poststructuralism or postmodernism negates the 
simple fact that humans derive a kind of pleasure from 
art that is not completely dependent on its historical 
context, intellectual content or authorial intent. There 
remains an important truth in Immanuel Kant’s idea 
of disinterested pleasure associated with judgments 
of beauty: enjoyment and appreciation regardless of 
whether the work in question contributes anything 
else, even something as elevated as research, to the 
world (for an overview, see Ginsborg 2010). Kant gives 
an autonomy to such judgments by disconnecting 
them from a desire for the object and considerations of 

an end or purpose which the object is taken to satisfy, 
while nevertheless claiming that judgments of beauty 
aspire to universality even though such judgments 
are not amenable to proof. Edward Said’s analyses of 
colonial power relations in Victorian novels in Culture 
and imperialism (1993) do not retract from but, in fact, 
enhance the aesthetic pleasure derived from reading 
these novels. 

Summarising these brief points, and riding roughshod 
over a history of reflection on the poetics of cultural 
objects, one hopes that recognition of creative work 
within the academy does not end up reducing the 
complex relationship between cultural objects and the 
world to an expedient paradigm of ‘knowledge produc-
tion’. The introductory paragraph of the Stellenbosch 
Appendix I referred to above is cautious – and 
potentially limiting – in articulating and defending 
the value of art: “Practice research academics affirm 
the importance of art practice as a creative and critical 
form of human engagement that can be conceptualised 
as research” (see Appendix I). Apart from an objection 
to what I consider to be the ghastly term “practice 
research academic”, a riposte to this manifesto might 
be that amongst the many possible approaches to art 
practice, conceptualising it as “research” may be the 
least interesting.

What are the consequences of expanding the concept of 
research beyond the conventional discursive domain 
as defined by the DoHET? If something other than 

‘textual output’ is to be assessed as ‘research’, one 
enters a domain where non-verbal elements – visual 
elements, auditory elements and the ensemble of these 

– are evaluated, amongst others, for the knowledge and 
understanding which they embody and communicate. 
The agreement that a musical composition or visual 
art can be evaluated as research would be based on 
the philosophical acceptance that artists do not really 

‘make it up as they go along’ - that the arts have their 
own languages for identifying and describing these 
matters.

It follows that any formal recognition must acknowl-
edge the peculiarities of the performing, visual and 
literary arts – and to this must be added a further 
crucial consideration which has already been touched 
on above. Cultural objects exist in the public arena 
where they already are subject to complex processes of 
reception, interpretation, evaluation and re-evaluation. 
However much performing and visual artists may want 
the academy to appreciate and reward their efforts, 
their audience is in the first instance not the academy, 

but the public. Whereas scholarly articles are validated 
by relatively small groups of peers who are normally 
located within academic institutions, cultural objects 
are available for scrutiny by a potentially infinite 
number of informed, lesser-informed or ill-informed 
recipients. Peer-reviewers are not ‘the public’ (in itself 
a term that requires analysis in every individual case). 
They are the ‘establishment’ or the ‘opinion makers’ 
in their area of expertise and are, in an inherently 
conservative system, expected to produce responsible 
and reliable judgments. They are gatekeepers – and 
this raises an interesting question. Creative works 
often challenge or even reject the norms governing a 
particular field and it would therefore be fascinating 
to see whether a future system of recognition would 
be able to appreciate the iconoclasm of the arts that 
is so foreign to the natural sciences.

The existence of cultural objects as objects for 
interpretation in the public domain provides an 
argument for the validity of what could otherwise be 
seen as a random collection of individual judgments. 
Although each cultural object has its individual place 
in space and time, it could, through interpretation and 
re-interpretation at other times and in other places, 
acquire a meaning which could ultimately be said to 
be trans-historical and trans-local. Faced with this 
kind of validity, a peer-review process can do no more 
than make an informed and intelligent guess – but how 
different is it really in the natural sciences? In these 
sciences, too, peer-review presumably means produc-
ing a preliminary judgment in anticipation of further 
processes of assimilation and reflection through which 
the scientific community continues to define the value 
of a contribution within the framework of scholarly 
discourse. In saying this one is merely describing one 
aspect of civilisation. 

Conceptual and procedural difficulties

In what ways, then, could the cultural object be consid-
ered research? On this issue one unfortunately finds 
much woolly or starry-eyed talk and it might therefore 
be helpful to distinguish, as a way into the topic, 
between process, practice and product. By process 
I mean all the work that has gone into the making of 
the object, and by product, I mean the object itself, as 
outcome of that process. In the various debates leading 
up to the On making colloquium there has been much 
discussion about whether interested parties wish to 
seek recognition for the product, the process or both.

And practice? The implicit claim in many contribu-
tions to the UJ colloquium appeared to be that there is 
a relationship between practice and research; that the 
process of making a cultural object is, or can be, a kind 
of professional practice, respectful of the demands 
of the academy: informed, deliberate, self-reflective, 
transparent, and able to be articulated rationally. 
Leaving aside the question whether this is what 
actually happens in the study or the workshop, the 
implicit claim can be articulated further in a number 
of possible ways:

•	 the process of making a cultural object is itself a 
research process

•	 the process of making a cultural object is not itself 
a research process but is based on, or flows from, 
research

•	 the process of making a cultural object leads to 
research, or is the leading partner in a research 
process.xviii

These propositions create a few critical dilemmas:

As I have said before, the outcome of the creative 
process does not in the first instance enter the 
world as a ‘research output’. It is something of a 
different order. If that cannot be recognised, why 
bother? In this respect, the generic criterion in the 
Stellenbosch Appendix (emphasis added), might be 
as close as one could reasonably get to a definition 
of value within the current system: “Substantive, 
original work of demonstrated artistic ability which 
engages consciously with the field and embodies new 
understanding and knowledge”. 

Now if the making of the cultural object is itself a 
research process, that process could, in perhaps the 
majority of cases, be said to disappear into the product. 
Of course, cultural objects do not fall out of the air; 
many and perhaps most artists carefully investigate 
techniques, the work of their predecessors, and many 
other possible issues pertinent to their work. One 
could perhaps call this processed research: research 
that underpins and informs the creative product, but 
which is not presented or articulated as research in the 
product itself. If this is so, an important task implicit 
in the review process would be for the peer-reviewer 
to identify and articulate the research which has gone 
into the product – and to be sensitive to the fact that 
the work often embodies a lifetime of probing instead 
of addressing a single ‘research question’.
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If art requires a frame in order to ‘become’ research, 
the question is: to what extent should the artist be 
expected to make explicit the relationship between 
what is made and the research which accompanies or 
informs the making? The need for such an explica-
tion is a central element in the approach articulated 
in the Fleishman Report (2008:9), which proposes 
that the researcher seeking recognition must 
provide a statement of intent, a contextualisation 
of the enquiry, an outline of method/process and a 
plan for the dissemination of the research.xix The 
Fleishman Report (2008:11) adds the requirement for 
the inclusion of “a self-reflection on the project” as well 
as “a report on the reception of the work in the public 
domain”, with the latter being described later on 
(2008:30) as “‘triangulating’ data, providing another 
mode of building a case for the research”.

These proposals would be extremely troubling if 
they were to be seen as providing a viable general 
framework for recognition instead of a particular, 
self-chosen path for the artist. Essentially they turn 
creative work into a quasi-scientific experiment; they 
seem to recognise the public nature of art primarily by 
turning audiences into guinea pigs for the ‘triangula-
tion’ of self-generated data; they contradict views 
expressed elsewhere in the same document on the 
relationship between creative practice and research;xx 
they over-emphasise the conscious and deliberate 
aspect of the creative process; and they create a 
pedantic frameworkxxi for packaging creative practice 
as research in which the importance of quality is in 
danger of being reduced. Furthermore, the Fleishman 
Report (2008), while arguing for peer-review, seems 
to assume that reviewers would be unable to assess 
the research activities underpinning the work without 
help from the researcher. If an elaborate ‘research’ 
framework is required for the assessment of creative 
outputs, it seems reasonable to ask why the researcher 
should not be expected to go one step further and 
produce a scholarly article based on the creative 
work instead of, to quote Strand (2008), “having 
to artificially ‘shoehorn’” the creative process into 
a traditional research model (see endnote v). Such 
masquerades are at odds with the existence of the 
finished product as something which is evaluated as a 
challenge to interpretation and aesthetic appreciation. 
In addition, it is often the case that many artists, even 
artists who are academics, are not necessarily the best 
explicators of their own work; it might sometimes be 
wise not to trust them too much. This is not to deny 
that there will be cases where an explanation by the 

artist is appropriate and enlightening, but to insist 
that art must be allowed to speak for itself.

From this perspective the proposal in the Stellenbosch 
Appendix, that some work be “contextualised” by 
the applicant for recognition as a creative output, 
and others not, is problematic. One cannot defend 
the idea that ‘in some cases’ contextualisation is 
necessary and in others (music and literature) not. 
These differences are clearly due to deliberations that 
have been taking place within particular disciplines, 
with colleagues in drama and performance being most 
adamant that a ‘full contextualisation’ is needed. Here 
a simple pragmatic thought might not be out of place: 
it would be hard enough to achieve recognition for 
creative work as research without each discipline in 
the performing and visual arts introducing its own 
particular preferences into a system which would, 
as a result, end up being more complicated than it 
needs to be.

There is no necessary correlation between the research 
that accompanied the making of a cultural object and 
the value ascribed to that object. This is reminiscent 
of the Einstein example: the value of his Theory of 
Relativity does not depend on any of the work he did 
in preparation for it, although this must have been 
substantial, and in being asked to assess the theory 
readers are not being asked to evaluate the work that 
went into it. It is possible to imagine a theatre produc-
tion which has been carefully planned and executed 
as a research project but which still leads to a trivial 
outcome and fails to achieve a positive evaluation by 
experts in the field. It is equally possible to imagine 
a distinguished and original production which has 
come about in a way that can not be made to fit the 
framework of standard research procedure, however 
broadly conceived. 

The point is simple enough to be almost self-evident: 
parties should, while recognising the presence of 
research activities in the making of art, not end up 
confusing art with research, or equating art with 
research, or equating process with outcome, or 
claiming that everything that art practitioners do 
is research. This position is worth defending in the 
interests of the artistic object as something with a 
value and purpose which is not identical to a research 
output.xxii

In the debate around the recognition of creative work 
an argument has been put forward which I consider 

potentially dangerous and counter-productive. It goes 
something like this: within the current system, and 
given the scepticism with which attempts at gaining 
recognition for creative work might be met by the 
scholarly community as a whole, practitioners should 
emulate the habits of the natural and social sciences 
in presenting their work. This leads to the assump-
tion that without a written explanation no artistic 
output would, or perhaps should, be recognised. This 
assumption, in its turn, underpins the view that the 
presentation should follow ‘scientific procedure’, one 
version of which would resemble the ‘performance as 
research’ proposal: one puts forward a hypothesis (‘I 
intend to play The Goldberg Variations in a new way 
to achieve a certain effect’), conducts research aimed 
at this outcome (analysing the score, reading about 
Bach, dissecting previous performances by Glenn 
Gould and others), performs the work, reflects on the 
performance and researches its reception. This could 
become an extremely cumbersome and pedestrian 
exercise. The counter-argument, once again, is clear: 
while experts may admire all this effort the outcome 
could still be judged a failure. It is not intellectually 
acceptable to have bad art recognised as research.

The above example is illustrative of two further key 
issues.

First, the idea that ‘process’ or ‘practice’ is itself a 
form of research would appear to rest on a confusion 
of process with outcome. Whilst there is no denial 
that in a very loose sense, one is involved in ‘research’ 
in work-shopping a play or making a new painting 
in the studio, any evaluation of this endeavour must 
proceed from the output end if the term ‘research 
output’ is to retain any meaning. I do not see how one 
could convincingly argue, as the Fleishman Report 
(2008:5) appears to do, for “embodied experience” to 
be deemed a research output. There really would have 
to be something more tangible than this.

A second and more disturbing problem is that this 
approach inevitably leads to a situation where the 
assessment of the outcome is expected to occur 
with reference to the planning and ‘practice’ that 
preceded it. In the Fleishman Report (2008) the first 
of the “primary” assessment criteria listed is, “How 
does the product/process relate to the framing?”xxiii 
In a survey section of reviewers’ comments on the 
case-studies in the Report, it is reported that one 
reviewer – presumably someone who might be in need 
of the recommended “research training” – suggested 

“that a reviewer has to view the case on its own terms 
and not those imposed by the criteria or a framing 
document” (2008:27). Surely art practitioners, who 
teach their students that no good intentions, no effort, 
no scholarship and no ‘research’ will guarantee good 
art cannot themselves expect to occupy an academic 
universe from which this self-evident truth is excised?

Conclusion 

Attempts to have creative outputs recognised as 
research within the academy should not lead to models 
that reduce the complexity of the creative process 
and undermine the existence of creative outputs as 
complex and public human expressions that contrib-
ute to the world in a variety of domains, of which 

‘research’ is only one. Some current proposals make 
recognition dependent on the individual artist having 
to explain, contextualise and elaborate upon his or her 
own work in order to prove that it ‘can be conceptu-
alised as research’, thus putting a very complex and 
often unpredictable process within a framework that 
seems to deny its very open-endedness. Whether such 
approaches make the work that is produced any better 
or more interesting, remains open to question – but I 
have my doubts. The challenge is to gain recognition 
without shame or apology, without intellectual contor-
tion, without seeking inappropriate respectability and 
without fetishising ‘research’ at the expense of art. 
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xiii. I have heard it argued that no change is needed apart from a new and more inclusive definition of the term ‘text’. Even if 
agreement were to be reached amongst creative artists on such postmodernist terminological elasticity, it is hard to see 
that this will be accepted by the majority of scholars in other areas. 

xiv. For example, a level 5 art exhibition or design work in the Australian system is a substantial body of original artwork/
design reflecting two to five years’ work. Information on the Australian and other systems is summarised in the papers 
for the DoHET’s working group on the recognition and reward of outputs from the creative arts, performing arts, 
patents and artefacts at public higher education institutions in South Africa. 

xv. The Fleishman Report (2008:2) proposes the establishment of an NRF secretariat to administer the peer-review process.

xvi. The Fleishman Report (2008:4) controversially states that, “It is now accepted that the practice of art is in itself a way 
of knowing which complements and extends more conventional epistemologies”. Developing such arguments more 
fully within an historical framework would constitute a very useful research project for the arts in South Africa. Rich 
materials can be found in Ernst Cassirer’s The logic of the humanities (Zur Logik der Kulturwissenschaften), 1961. 

xvii. For a fairly recent and reliable edition, see Stephen Halliwell (1986). 

xviii. Uncertainty as to where research is to be located in relation to creative practice is also evident in the Fleishman Report. 
In the Introduction (2008:4-5) one comes across the following terms: “practical research”, “practice as research”, 

“practical-creative research” (apparently quoted from the ‘Practice as Research in Performance’ project in the United 
Kingdom), “performance as research”, “processed-based research” and “practice-led research”. The Report argues 
that the NRF definition of research can include “the production of new or substantially improved processes” and that 

“much research in the discipline is only possible through practice” (2008:8). The assessment criteria in the Report leave 
no doubt that the intention is to allow for process to be assessed independently as research. The dilemma posed by 
competing terminologies is resolved by the agreement reached in a working group, documented in the Report, “that 
practice or creative work becomes research when it is framed as research” (2008:9). This is an unfortunate formulation 
in two respects. First, it suggests that a research ‘frame’ is something extraneous that could be added to transform the 
practice into ‘research’. Second, it excludes all those outcomes that have not been deliberately ‘framed’ as ‘research’. 

xix.  In full the requirements are for: 

a statement of intent outlining the problem or question to be addressed; a contextualization of the enquiry in respect of 
the location or environment of the study, within the discipline and a body of theory, and in relation to the researcher’s 
own work previous to the study; an outline of the method/process followed including ethical considerations; a plan for 
the dissemination of the research to the research community and other interested parties (Fleishman Report 2008:7). 

xx. In arguing that practice itself is research the Fleishman Report (2008:5) produces some mysterious statements, for 
example:

Such process-based research is embodied. It does not deliver up data; it delivers embodied experience. Such experience 
is achieved through contact, body-to-body. Performers use the embodied knowledge and insights transferred through 
such experience to produce further aesthetic and conceptual practice. The research generates the constituent phases, 
practices and techniques that produce the conditions for related embodied practice to re-occur. 

xxi. Not surprisingly the Fleishman Report states that, “The distinction between Practice per se and Practice as Research is 
not universally understood” (2008:29) and reports that in its case studies there was a tendency amongst reviewers “to 
review the product and not the research in terms of how it was embedded within the production/process” (2008:30). 
It therefore recommends the institution of a process of research training across departments “to assist in developing 
capacity in PAR research design and the framing and evaluating of PAR projects and quality of PAR submissions” 
(2008:2).

xxii. Once again, the Strand Report (1998) seems to have reached similar conclusions. With reference to arts practitioners 
it states: “Their research methodologies are in the arts, their investigations are in their practice … Attempts to force 
mainstream creative arts activities into the mould of scientific research has [sic] led to semantic arguments that often 
have not been very helpful”.

xxiii. The second “primary criterion” is, “Does it contribute to current practice and the advancement of knowledge in the 
discipline? How and to what extent?” The two “secondary criteria” are: “Does it reflect theatrical and/or dramatic 
accomplishment and a creative signature, relative to the particular nature of the project and its context?” and “To what 
extent does the product and process impact upon the context, the discipline or the viewer? (scope/complexity/effect/
affect)” (Fleishman Report 2008:10). 

endnotes

i. The position of architecture, design and the literary arts within this framework seems very similar to that of the visual 
and performing arts. 

ii. Gareth Roberts (2003:section 203), for example, recommends in his report to United Kingdom research funding councils 
that practice-based and applicable research be assessed “according to criteria which reflect the characteristics of 
excellence in those types of research”. 

iii. The full title of the report, based on work done in 2006-2008, is ‘Testing criteria for recognising practice as research in 
the performing arts in South Africa with particular reference to the case of drama and theatre’. Christine Lucia (2005) 
provides a very useful ‘mapping’ of the field of South African music in an article based on a report commissioned by 
the NRF, especially in discussing processes in composition and performance that are equivalent to research. She states 
that the “very survival” of composers and performers “as practitioners in the academy is constantly at stake, which is 
why their work needs the recognition it deserves from the NRF, however accorded and awarded” (Lucia 2005:104). Her 
research project, however, did not include making proposals on how such recognition should be implemented. 

iv. Early in 2010 the DoHET appointed a national working group to advise it on the inclusion of creative work, patents and 
artefacts (technological designs) in the research subsidy system. This group is expected to finalise its recommendations 
in 2011.

v. The Strand Report (1998) adopts “research equivalence” as a “pragmatic” notion and states: “Such a position recognizes 
that the research methodologies, the forms of publication and the outcomes of creative arts research will be different 
from, but equivalent to, research in other disciplines, removing the necessity of having to artificially ‘shoehorn’ some 
kinds of research into a traditional research model”.

vi.  The Strand Report (1998) states that 

Academics in the arts are expected, as part of their professional obligations, to maintain and develop their expertise and 
professional standing. Apart from their capacity to teach and to communicate, they are hired by the university because of their 
reputation as highly competent and/or experienced practitioners of their field. Working conditions reflect a mutual expectation 
and commitment between the university and the individual to maintain this practice at a high level and to produce original work. 

vii. In almost all the documents on the recognition of creative work within research systems from South Africa and 
elsewhere creative outputs are described either as research or as the equivalent thereof.

viii. Perhaps the most disconcerting example of this condition is the ‘Grand Challenge’ research project on Human and Social 
Dynamics that was circulated late in 2009 by the Department of Science and Technology. This is the Department’s 
attempt at including the social sciences and humanities in its research vision for the country, and is dominated by the 
concept of ‘innovation’ (as opposed to the DoHET and its predecessor, which have tended to focus on the concept of 

‘transformation’). Essentially the research proposal defines the role of these disciplines as assisting the technocrats 
and the general population in understanding and adjusting to scientific and technological innovation. The arts are 
mentioned only once, as having a role to play in encouraging ‘social cohesion’, together with sports. 

ix. The fact that a South African academic receives only a small subsidy for a paper published in a peer-reviewed volume 
that would have received full subsidy if it were published in a peer-reviewed journal is an injustice that will hopefully be 
rectified in the near future. In its report on scholarly books for the Academy of Science of South Africa, a panel chaired 
by Wieland Gevers (2009) makes a number of recommendations that attempt to address this problem. 

x. Although Popper’s description of science has been criticised, perhaps most famously by Kuhn (1970), as presenting an 
idealised picture of scientific practice, it does seem to me that many of his norms are implicitly respected by both human 
and natural scientists. 

xi. One of the more amusing failures of this ‘ideal world’ was the publication in 1996 by Social Text of Alan Sokal’s parody 
of fashionable anti-Enlightenment discourse, entitled ‘Transgressing the boundaries: Towards a transformative 
hermeneutics of quantum gravity’, and the subsequent furore it evoked. For a description of the incident see ‘The 
demolition merchants of reality’. Francis Wheen (2004:90) who quotes Alan Sokal as describing the “dogma imposed by 
the long post-Enlightenment hegemony” 

 … that there exists an external world, whose properties are independent of any individual human being and indeed of humanity 
as a whole; that these properties are encoded in ‘eternal’ physical laws; and that human beings can obtain reliable, albeit 
imperfect and tentative, knowledge of these laws by hewing to the ‘objective’ procedures and epistemological strictures 
prescribed by the (so-called) scientific method (Sokal cited by Wheen 2004:90). 

xii. I am thinking particularly of The logic of scientific discovery (Popper 1980) and Conjectures and refutations (Popper 
1989). 
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Appendix 1 

Department of Education: Subsidy for creative outputs
Practice-based Research

Practice research academics affirm the 
importance of art practice as a creative and 
critical form of human engagement that 
can be conceptualised as research. Working 
across a number of disciplines, they bridge 
the gap between the creative and interpretive 
disciplines, thereby linking the humanities 
more closely with the arts.

Prerequisite for submission

The work must already have been published/
performed/displayed/produced.

What has to be submitted

1.The work or, where appropriate, documen-
tation of the work

2.Contextualization of the work. In some 
cases (Music and Literature) this is 
optional. A prerequisite for Drama, Fine 
Arts and Design. Other forms of supporting 
material can also be submitted, e.g. concert 
programmes, invitations etc.

the process of review to be followed

Three reviews are required. The candidate will 
be invited to identify possible reviewers, one 
of whom must be appointed. 

Two additional reviewers to be appointed by 
the University.

The University Research Office makes 
recommendations to the DoE. Based on the 
reviews, the Research Office may recommend 
that up to 5 units be awarded for individual 
submissions.

How this is handled internally may vary from 
one University to another.

Criteria for evaluation of creative 
research outputs

Developed in accordance with current 
discourses in the field.

Generic criteria

Substantive, original work of demonstrated 
artistic ability which engages consciously with 
the field and embodies new understanding and 
knowledge

Drama: Guidelines for Reviewers

•	 Does the project engage a broader social, 
political and/or cultural context?

•	 Does the project contribute to the advance-
ment of knowledge in theatre, drama and/or 
performance practices? 

•	 Does the project reflect innovations in 
theatrical, dramatic and/or performance 
practice?

•	 Is the project fully contextualised within 
a body of theory related to theatre, drama 
and/or performance?

•	 Is the project fully contextualised in 
relation to the researcher’s own work in 
theatre, drama and/or performance?

•	 Does the project advance the ongoing 
research practice of the individual 
researcher(s)? 

Visual Arts: Guidelines for Reviewers

•	 Does the work demonstrate innovation and 
rigorous critical inquiry, thereby extending 
the field?

•	 Does the work constitute an intervention 
into the broader discourse (including, but 

not limited to social, cultural, political and 
theoretical arenas)? In the case of a curato-
rial project, the project itself should be 
shown to have made such an intervention.

•	 In the case of a collaborative work (includ-
ing performance works, art and design 
collectives, and media such as book arts*), 
the nature of the collaboration should be 
shown to advance the field in line with the 
above.

* book arts is not an exclusively collaborative 
medium; this refers to a holistically concep-
tualised work or artefact, not the design 
and layout of a publication.

Design Disciplines: Guidelines for 
Reviewers

•	 Does the work demonstrate a critical 
approach, investigation and inquiry into 
the design problem?

•	 To what extend does the work demonstrate 
innovation thereby shifting existing 
paradigms and extending the field?

•	 Does the work constitute an intervention 
into broader discourses (social, cultural, 
political, economical and theoretical 
issues)?

•	 In the case of experimental or collaborative 
work, the nature of the work/prototypes or 
collaboration should be shown to advance 
the field in line with the above.

Literature: Guidelines for Reviewers

•	 The output must demonstrate literary 
ability and excellence.

•	 Evidence of literary quality must be 
supplied (peer review e.g., reader’s 
reports before publication or reviews after 
publication).

•	 The output must be substantial (i.e. a single 
poem or short story will not quality for 
consideration).

•	 The output must be original in idea or 
execution.

•	 The output must advance the discipline (for 
instance a genre like poetry or novel).

•	 The output must have an impact on its field. 
•	 The output must demonstrate a creative 

engagement with text and context (creative 
engagement with the medium or with the 
conventions of the genre).

Music: Guidelines for Reviewers

To be finalised by each institution. Example 
suggested at the workshop

•	 Composition and Performance: Technical 
skill and use of medium.

•	 Composition and Performance: Imaginative 
use of the materials and the medium/
repertoire.

•	 Composition: Impact in the field and contri-
bution to the development of the repertoire.

•	 Performers: Significant extension of 
repertoire and/or of insight into the 
repertoire.

•	 Performers: Originality and relevance of 
repertoire choice.

•	 Performers: Extent of performances to 
be assessed on two levels: national and 
international.

•	 Performers: Relevant contribution to the 
phonographic industry to be assessed on 
two levels: national and international. 

These criteria are to be used to determine 
whether an output qualifies for subsidy or 
not. Once reviewers have to decide whether 
an output qualifies, it is up to the reviewers to 
determine the number of units that should be 
awarded for an output.
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