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FR: Richard M. Carpiano, Chair 

 Executive Committee, School of Public Policy 

 

RE: [Campus Review] (Proposal) New Department Full Proposal - Department of Black 

Study 

Date: January 11, 2022 

The Executive Committee of the School of Public Policy reviewed the document for “[Campus 

Review] (Proposal) New Department Full Proposal - Department of Black Study.”  

 

While we appreciate the motivation for such a program, Committee members raised multiple 

pragmatic concerns with the proposal, which are detailed below. 

 

1. The proposal reads more as a collection of statements than a coherent plan. “Black Studies” 

is meant to be ideological in its approach to the problem. Justification for that in terms of 

critical theory is understandable. However, a much sounder—and more beneficial for 

campus—proposal would be for the administration to commit to hiring faculty members who 

study race and racism across all of the social sciences departments (and some of the 

Humanities) who are then connected through an interdisciplinary program. If we hire 10 

scholars for this Department of Black Study (DBS) while departments with huge numbers of 

majors and minors like Political Science, Sociology, Psychology, etc., remain as they are, 

then the opportunity costs are substantial. This latter organizational structure for such a DBS 

initiative enables multiple parties to benefit (including enabling the formation of an 

undergraduate major and minor and a graduate program) without contributing further to 

inter-unit conflict over allocation of scarce resources. 

 

2. Substantial concerns were raised about redundancy. This proposed department seems 

duplicative of offerings from existing campus units. In this regard, the proposal is, in some 

respects, very similar to the recently-proposed Environment, Sustainability, and Health 

Equity Major/Minor. 

 

It is unclear how DBS will substantively and pedagogically differ from the Department of 

Ethnic Studies’ (DES) African American Studies Major and Minor track. Both seem 

interdisciplinary and humanities oriented, and the stated differences could be covered with 

existing course variation and instructor discretion. The proposal seems to indicate that there 
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will be a lot of collaboration, if not overlap, between DBS and DES in terms of faculty, 

cross-listed courses, serving the same students, etc. This is fine, but again, the question of 

redundancy arises. It is hard to imagine how the creation of the DBS will not undermine ES 

in terms of majors and minors. This is not necessarily a reason to withdraw support from the 

creation of DBS, but the very real potential of how it will impact DES and other units (e.g., 

Media and Cultural Studies) needs to be recognized. 

 

3. In terms of actual (versus potential) department resources, it would be helpful to have more 

concrete information regarding:  

a. Faculty who can commit to moving part or all of their lines to DBS should it be 

established. Expressing interest is not the same as agreeing to move their lines. Of 

course, situations can always change, but a firmer commitment to do so is important. 

Making sure there is sufficient faculty staffing of this department is crucial to its 

success, particularly in the early development stages.  

 

b. The extent that resources are available to make DBS sustainable, such as lining up 

new faculty recruitment and affiliated faculty. 

 

4. Given that DBS is proposed to be a “transdisciplinary” program composed of scholars from 

different disciplines contributing different scholarly traditions and foci toward instruction and 

research, it is unclear why DBS is not named “Department of Black Studies.”  

 

5. Concern was raised about the following statement:  

 

“Importantly, as the only Black Study Ph.D. program in Southern California, the 

department expects to admit 10 graduate students per year, and have a total of about 50 

graduate students enrolled after the first five years. The Department's transdisciplinary 

doctoral program will be among the leading units of its type in the U.S., on par with yet 

quite distinct from those at Northwestern, UC Berkeley, Cornell, Harvard, UT Austin, 

and Temple, among others.”  

 

This reads like a very ambitious plan to cultivate a graduate program like those. As UCR has 

been going through rapid growth over the past years and has run into many difficulties, 

concern centered on how realistic it is that a new department will reach such a competitive 

bar in the foreseeable future.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
Richard M. Carpiano, Ph.D., M.P.H. 

Professor of Public Policy 


