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J o h n  h a r v a r d ’ s  J o u r n a l

In opening the academic presentations, 
Dean Light acknowledged HBS’s signifi-
cant international enrollments and the 
fact that a half-dozen professors can un-
derstand Mandarin and a few can even 
teach in it. (Anticipating enrollment of 
many Chinese-language speakers, the new 
center’s classroom offers simultaneous 
translation.) He noted that HCF’s chair, 
William C. Kirby, with dual appoint-
ments in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
and HBS, serves as the ideal bridge to 
expertise on China from throughout the 
University.

Then Krishna G. Palepu, HBS senior 
associate dean for international develop-
ment, who studies emerging markets and 

globalization, explained how the Shang-
hai center embodied an elaboration of 
HBS’s global strategy by moving beyond 
the small research centers established 
around the world during the past 15 years 
to a teaching facility—a place for education 
in diverse disciplines. He called it fitting 
that the Harvard flag be raised in Shang-
hai because great universities have always 
been located in nations with great econo-
mies, from medieval Italy to Germany and 
Great Britain to the United States and 
now throughout Asia.

Keynote speaker Kirby—the Chang 
professor of China studies and Spangler 
Family professor of business administra-
tion—addressed “The Chinese Century?” 
An historian, he immediately put the glit-
tering surroundings in context. In the 
1920s, he recalled, Shanghai’s Bund stood 
for the city’s rising commercial presence. 
“Then war, civil war, and Maoism led to 
Shanghai’s utter stagnation” until early 
in the last decade, when the city “awoke 
from its buried past,” following “the ruin-
ous policies of the first 30 years of the Peo-
ple’s Republic….” Despite those traumatic 
decades, he found in China’s military suc-
cesses in the 1940s and 1950s the impetus 
for its rise to great-power status now, and 

h a R v a R d  p o R t R a I t

When vincent Brown went on the job market eight years ago, he almost took his 
films—a few short comedies, nothing academic—off his CV for fear of not looking like 
a “serious” scholar. “It’s a good thing I did” leave them on, the professor of history and 
of African and African American studies says now, because the search committee at 
Harvard viewed this multimedia experience as an asset. Indeed, these earlier films laid 
the groundwork for one of his two major academic projects to date: Herskovits at the 
Heart of Blackness, a documentary that he produced based on his own research, aired 
on PBS earlier this year and has won numerous film-festival and academic awards. The 
late Melville Herskovits, a Northwestern University anthropologist whose books include 
The Myth of the Negro Past, documented cultural continuities between African socie-
ties and slaves in the Americas, and helped change the notion, popular in academia at 
the time, that there was nothing of worth to be found in African culture. Brown says 
the “gorgeous” footage Herskovits shot (of dances, music-making, and agricultural tech-
niques, for example) made film the right medium for telling this story. His second proj-
ect is in a more conventional format: a book on the meaning of death, and the rituals 
surrounding it, in the society of Jamaican slaves and slaveowners. Brown’s next book 
project aims to connect slave revolts in the Americas with concurrent political develop-
ments in Africa, following in the footsteps of Herskovits, whose name is still little-known 
despite his seminal contribution to the discipline of African American studies. He is, says 
Brown, “one of the most important scholars you never heard of.”

v i n c e n t  B r o w n

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n

“War, civil war, and 
Maoism led to 
shanghai’s utter 
stagnation” until early 
in the last decade.




