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Arts and Sciences 
Aspirations
The new academic structure cre-
ated by the Faculty of Arts and Sciences
(FAS) in the summer of 2003 has yielded
its twin first fruits. The divisional deans
(for the humanities, social sciences, and
physical and applied sciences) and the
equivalent chair of the life-sciences coun-
cil have begun to identify areas for intel-
lectual innovation and faculty growth,
from the connection between brain and
behavior to “performance studies” in the
arts. To realize those changes, new forces
are being brought to bear on departments’
traditional hiring practices.

When he established the posts, FAS dean
William C. Kirby wrote of his hope that the
divisional o∞cers could “improve communi-
cation, facilitate research, and expedite the
recruitment of new colleagues.” His model
was the Division of Engineering and Applied
Sciences (DEAS), which has operated under
a separate dean for several decades. In pur-
suit of “creative connections within and
across the major academic divisions,” Kirby
wrote in his annual letter last February, the
new deans were charged with determining
in what fields the faculty should grow, in
light of changes in scholarship and the find-
ings of the College curricular review.

Dean for the social sciences David M.
Cutler, professor of economics, outlined
three intellectual initiatives in a letter to
the faculty dated October 6: the intersec-
tion between the brain and behavior;
globalization; and the impact of scientific
advances on social organizations and pub-
lic policy. In a subsequent conversation, he
expanded on those subjects.

• New quantitative techniques in the
life and social sciences, he said, promised
much better measurement and insights
for the age-old questions of nature versus
nurture. Through emerging disciplines
such as neuro- and psychoeconomics, one
could determine with greater confidence
“why people do the things they do”—all
the more so as biologists tease out ge-
nomic clues about how fundamental
structures a≠ect people.

• Similarly, convergence in the world—
globalization—suggests that Harvard
“must do more to study currently under-

represented re-
gions” (like South
Asia, Africa, the
Middle East, Rus-
sia and the former
Soviet Union) and
such interdiscipli-
nary subjects as
the role of reli-
gion, global health
(see page 61), and
international economic relations.

• Finally, on the intersection of science
and technology with social organizations
and policy—the impact of the Internet on
dictatorships, the implications of genomics
research for medical care—he noted that a
University white paper is being prepared
for the provost that will guide action in the
social sciences and elsewhere.

The discussions to date have “stirred
people up about what the discipline is
about,” Cutler said. To implement the re-
sulting ideas, he has formed a Social Sci-
ences Advisory Council (with faculty
members from anthropology, government,
history, history of science and African and
African American studies, psychology,
and sociology) to evaluate proposals for
faculty appointments, new departmental
programs, or cross-disciplinary ventures.
(Such judgments, he pointed out, should
become easier because Harvard is expand-
ing its faculty ranks.)

“We’ve never had good mechanisms
about where and how to put new faculty,”
Cutler said. “We need some way to make
decisions about what are intellectually
important areas.” And that is the crux of
the divisional deans’ role: to act as an

overlay on existing
departments and cen-
ters, allocating pro-
fessorial slots and
financial support to
orient the faculty to-
ward its self-ex-
pressed interests. The
council will assist
Cutler by assessing
each new proposal’s

intellectual rationale, e≠ect on “teaching
capacity,” and implications for faculty and
sta≠ diversity. (For more on the divisional
deans’ role in promoting faculty diversity,
see page 64.)

Cutler expects that the new processes
will go a long way toward improving un-
dergraduates’ education, in line with the
curriculum review. With a total of perhaps
1,000 concentrators in economics and psy-
chology, for instance, those departments’
upper-level course enrollments average
about 100 students. Cutler has challenged
each department to plan for small junior-
year tutorials and seminars—without en-
larging other classes—and promises to se-
cure the needed resources within the next
few years. Government, another very large
concentration, has the opposite problem,
he said: the junior tutorial program works,
but other course enrollments are huge, so
the focus will be on bringing down those
class sizes. This “frontal assault on teach-
ing,” as he called it, is novel, as are some of
the proposed solutions, such as attracting
faculty members from elsewhere at Har-
vard: although full-time-equivalent faculty
members within FAS’s social-science de-
partments number 225, social scientists are
perhaps even more numerous in the pro-
fessional schools.

Venkatesh narayanamurti faced a
lesser learning curve in his new divisional
role, since he has served as DEAS dean
since 1998. Now, in addition to that
rapidly growing group of 60-plus faculty
members, he has assumed responsibility
for about 90 additional professors as dean
for the physical sciences (astronomy, earth
and planetary sciences, mathematics,
physics, and statistics). Narayanamurti
said the divisional model works for a place
like Harvard, where the FAS dean is sim-
ply too far from individual faculty mem-
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bers to keep up with
their research and
the best opportuni-
ties in each field.
“There has to be a
conductor,” he said,
“but you have to be
close to the musi-
cians”—and to fel-
low divisional o∞-
cers aware of the
pulse in other fields.
In this case, that
would be Cabot
professor in the nat-
ural sciences Dou-
glas Melton, who
chairs FAS’s life-sci-
ences council.

Although the physical-sciences depart-
ments are still preparing or completing
academic plans, Narayanamurti—Arm-
strong professor of engineering and ap-
plied sciences and professor of physics—
spelled out two animating principles.
“The scientific foundations come from
mathematics, physics, and parts of chem-
istry,” he said. “There will always be a piece
in me that wants to hire great thinkers
and researchers” who can push the fron-
tiers of fundamental knowledge, regard-
less of departmental plans. At the same
time, he said, Harvard must make huge in-
vestments to update its scientific infra-
structure, from imaging equipment to
computational facilities, on which nearly
all scientists now depend.

In disciplinary terms, he mentioned the
need for hires in particle astrophysics, bio-
engineering, systems and computational
biology, quantum science, nanoscience, and
other fields. Across the board, Narayana-
murti said, “It’s a very exciting period for
the interfaces among the physical sciences
and engineering.” That implies many more
joint appointments—perhaps more the
norm in science than in humanities or so-
cial sciences, he said. DEAS searches have
already “institutionalized” this practice by
including personnel from the medical
school and physics, for example. Collabora-
tions like that should become routine as
plans proceed in Melton’s area.

(Separately, DEAS is already pursuing a
strategy to expand its faculty ranks by as
much as 60 percent, to about 100 posi-

tions, perhaps housed
within a fully free-
standing Harvard
school. These new
positions might be
weighted toward bio-
logical, medical, and
chemical engineering
and applied sciences,
reflecting the conver-
gence of those fields.
The systems biology
and chemical biology
doctoral programs
that were enacted by
FAS this past October
envision significant
links among the med-
ical school, DEAS, and

FAS, and hiring in all the related fields.)

humanities divisional dean Maria Tatar,
Loeb professor of Germanic languages and
literatures, outlined a similarly syncretic
program in a letter dated November 12.
She has created study groups, based on
discussions with faculty colleagues, in
four intellectual areas deemed vital to fu-
ture scholarship: globalization and cul-
tural identities; European studies; the
study of America; and the arts.

The groups’ themes, Tatar said in an
interview, point to new approaches to
“the study of culture on a global level and
the relationships between cultures,” as
well as to coverage of previously ne-
glected regions. In addition, she de-
scribed the humanities as moving beyond
their core focus on textual interpreta-
tion, toward understanding artistic per-
formances and the aesthetic, emotional,
and ethical e≠ects of being exposed to
such experiences. From there,
she said, it is not a great leap
to exploring areas such as
healing and art, bioethical
concerns important to med-
ical students, and other inter-
disciplinary subjects of inter-
est to new kinds of faculty
members and to students who
study the humanities to learn
about “the negotiation of val-
ues through community”—by
debate, discussion, and analy-
sis. Finally, she said, the hu-

manities will need facilities—“not just
space but buildings that are dedicated to
practice and performance.”

In her letter, Tatar invited proposals
for “ nominations of individuals who
might be considered targets of opportu-
nity” for the division, which now has
about 200 professors in the languages
and literatures departments, classics, lin-
guistics, music, philosophy, history of art
and architecture, and visual and environ-
mental studies. Chairs of the study
groups who are faculty members within
the division (a couple of historians also
serve) will form a Humanities Advisory
Council, Tatar wrote. Like its social-sci-
ences counterpart, it is charged with
“o≠ering advice on areas where growth
might take place” or where existing re-
sources might be redeployed to new
areas of interest. As such, the council will
lend substance to what Tatar pointed out
was an academic planning process “now
based on broad assessments across and
within each division” of FAS (rather than
solely by department requests for faculty
slots). 

Precisely how such assessments will
take place within and among the divi-
sions awaits decisions not wholly in their
deans’ hands. As Kirby completes acade-
mic, curricular, and physical planning for
FAS this year—and comparable e≠orts
proceed in the University—decisions will
be made on the number of new faculty
positions to be sought in  Harvard’s forth-
coming capital campaign. As always, the
hashing out of those competing priorities,
and the subsequent success of the
fundraising, will determine how exten-
sively and quickly faculty members’ intel-
lectual aspirations can be realized.

J O H N  H A RVA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L

Douglas Melton

Maria Tatar

KR
IS

 S
N

IB
BE

/H
AR

VA
R

D
 N

EW
S 

O
FF

IC
E

ST
U

 R
O

SN
ER

jhj-69-75,78-82  12/8/04  10:28 AM  Page 70




