
January 23, 1985

' TO: University Task Force on the Arts

FROM: R. S Jones, Rites and Reason

George Bass, Craig Watson and I want first to thank the Task Force for taking time
to meet with us in a special session on January 8th. The purpose of this memorandum is
to not only review some of the issues which were discussed in the meeting; but to make
clear the position of Rites and Reason on them. We were pleased that not a great deal of
time was spent on reviewing the history of Rites and Reason. We believe this history is
generally well-known to those interested in the performing arts, and that the paper
prepared by Craig Watson, and distributed among Task Force Committee members on
January 8th, should fill in any missing gaps. We stand willing, of course, to provide
whatever additional materials the Task Force may request.

I should like to begin by expressing dismay that in none of the University documents
concerning the nature of the Brown faculty in the year 2000 is mention made of increasing
the number of black faculty members. Given repeated administration assurances that it is
committed to increasing the number of blacks on the University faculty, and promises
made to black students in 1968 and 1975, the failure to instruct Task Force members that
they should be alert to ways of improving the number-of Afro-American faculty at Brown_
is difficult to understand. In a recent article in Black Issues in Higher Education, the
Pennsylvania State University is praised for having hired 14 new black faculty members
for the 1984-85 academic year, an increase of 35 percent. What Penn State has done,
Brown can do if only it has the will, but when Task Forces charged with shaping the

[faculty for the year 2000 are given no instructions concerning Brown's commitment to
blacks, and ask no questions about black faculty in one of the University's most visible
black organizations I, for one, wonder what these commitments are worth. I have made it

-i clear on many occasions that one way of increasing the number of black faculty at Brown
is to increase the number of faculty positions in Afro-American Studies. We have the best
track record in the hiring of blacks on campus. Of eight tenured black males, three are
tenured in black studies. The only tenured black woman is tenured in black studies. Of
four black females holding appointments at Brown, two hold appointments in black studies.
Last year, of the four black women holding appointments at Brown, three held Afro-
American Studies appointments. Most of our appointments are joint appointments. We
have achieved the appointment of blacks to the faculty without sacrificing appointments
for whites. In our last seven searches we have recommended the appointment of three
white males, two black females, one white female, and one black male. We challenge any
other academic unit to match our track record in the appointment of Afro-Americans and
trust the Task Force will, in its final recommendation, take into consideration the
University's commitments to increasing black faculty and the record of Afro-American

^tudies in appointing such faculty.
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In our discussion at the meeting on January 8th, it was acknowledged that while the
informal cooperative links between Rites and Reason and individual faculty in the
University were extensive and mutually beneficial, this was not quite the same thing as
having departments support our research theatre. We made it clear that Rites and Reason
has gained a great deal from the informal support of individual faculty members, but that
we would welcome more joint appointments which would bring us into regular contact with



«• other academic unites in the University. We also set forth our priorities for staffing.
These are:

(a) The appointment of an anthropologist or sociologist
with research interests in the arts of the Caribbean.
We pointed out that Afro-American Studies and Rites
and Reason were involved in international studies long
before it became fashionable in the University. We
offer courses on Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean,
as well as on blacks in the United States. Between our
year-long "Introduction to Afro-American Studies," and
our 100 level courses, we offer four year-long intermediate
courses -- recently approved by the EPC -- which concern
themselves with Africa, Latin America, the United States,
and the Caribbean. The last of these courses has yet to
be offered. The International Studies group has approved
our request for a Caribbeanist and is currently seeking
funding to make such an appointment possible. Obviously
a social scientist with an interest in the Caribbean arts
will not only benefit Rites and Reason, but the arts and
social sciences at Brown in general.

(b) We were especially pleased to learn that the Music
Department is interested in making an appointment in jazz.
Our own needs are not so well-defined, but as we tried to
make clear we are interested in appointing a musciologist,
ethnomusiciologist, or musician interested in black music.
We would want such a person to be a scholar as well as a
performer, and to be interested in teaching students as
well as working within the research-to-performance method.

(c) Rites and Reason is also interested in a program of
visiting scholars and artists. Given the rich complexity
of the arts in Africa and in the African diaspora, and
the limited resources of the University we believe it is
unrealistic to expect that Brown will comit itself to
appointing large numbers of faculty interested in the arts
of black folk. We believe the scholarly study of arts
among blacks is one of those disciplines that will expand
greatly by the year 2000 as institutions such as Brown
increasingly seek to come to grips with the rest of the
world. The best way of reconciling this expectation with
the limited resources of the University is to award
Afro-American Studies a visiting professorship. A number
of schools -- Yale, Colgate, Lafayette, Bowdoin, Illinois,
University of California/Santa Barbara, and Virginia —
have programs for visiting scholars in Black Studies.
Harvard is presently revising its program of visiting
scholars and artists. We would hope to bring one senior,
distinguished scholar or artist a year to Brown, and would
aim - as do Colgate and Virginia for example ~ at persons
who are on sabbatic leave. We would ask them to offer one
seminar, expect them to work with Rites and Reason, and to
otherwise involve themselves in the life of the University.



In addition to these staffing priorities, Rites and Reason wishes to go on record as
expressing its continuing interest in joint appointments. We are most interested in
working with other academic units in the University to bring to Brown faculty interested
in the black performing arts, and are particularly interested in scholars with an interest in
the research-to-performance method. Rites and Reason's plans for the next three to five
years involve, as we indicated in the meeting of January 8th, continued emphasis on
research-to-performance, and new emphasis on performance theory and in video
productions. George Bass has recently published on performance theory and will be
leading our efforts in this area, while Craig Watson is exploring video. The three of us are
interested in bringing permanent faculty to Brown who will take an interest in this work.

, Rites and Reason has since its inception had four constituencies, Brown students, the
greater Providence Black community, and the national scholarly and arts communities. In
1981 the Chicago Center for Afro-American Studies ranked Brown's black studies program
among the top fifteen in the country despite its small size. This ranking was primarily
based on the scholarly productivity of the faculty, but took into consideration the
innovative work of Rites and Reason. The faculty ranked fourth - behind Howard,
Cornell, and Harvard -- in scholarly publications devoted to the black experience. This
scholarly standing is matched by Rites and Reason's national standing among Black
theatres. Because of our base within one of the nation's major research universities, we
have been able to continue experiments in black theatre that community-based black
theatres and Afro-American commercial theaters simply cannot undertake. Rites and
Reason receives mention in virtually every major study of black theatre written since the
1960's precisely because we are committed to original works which explore the black
experience. Our plays have been written by undergraduates, by graduate students, by
faculty members, and by some of the nation's premiere black playwrights. Adrienne
Kennedy, P. J. Gibson, Phil Hayes Dean, J. E. Franklin, and Ray Aranaha are among the
nationally-known black playwrights who have participated in the research-to-performance
method.

By the year 2000 Rites and Reason expects to have continued to build upon its
reputation in the scholarly and artistic communities, without neglecting its local and
student constituencies. For much of our early history we had to fight pressures from the
University and from funding agencies to charge admission to our plays. We eventually
convinced the Brown administration that our free admissions policy was an important part
of the University's stated commitment to Rhode Island in general and to the greater
Providence black communhy in particular. While the black population of Providence is five
percent, sixty percent of Rites and Reason's audience is black. We have consistently
drawn a larger percentage of black people than any other performing arts group in the
state. We intend, in partnership with the Afro-American Studies Program, to continue to
work with the greater Providence black community. We also intend to involve Brown
undergraduates in the work not only in our courses ~ for courses within the research-to-
performance method have been offered at Brown -- but in productions. We have no plans,
however, to organize productions around the interests of undergraduates. The Black
Theatre group at Dartmouth, headed by Erroll Hill, a distinguished scholar and
playwright, has organized its productions around what undergraduates wish to do. They
offer often-performed black works. As George Bass made clear in our meeting of January
8th Rites and Reason will continue to make its space available to Brown students
interested in using it for productions -- provided they meet our reasonable standards for
use of the space -- but as literally hundreds of black undergraduates are doing the canons
of black theatre all over the country and only Rites and Reason is doing original works
based on studies of the black community, we think it reasonable to continue to expect
students to work within our framework not the other way around. We offer something
unique in black theatre and while we expect to continue to work with students -- white and
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black -- have no intention of abandoning our long-standing commitment to the production of
original works.

One of the more useful ideas to emerge from our discussion with the Task Force was
that Rites and Reason needs to take more systematic advantage of Brown's resources.
George Bass suggested we need to take advantage of such collections as those at John
Hay, the John Carter Brown Library, and of materials in the Harris Collection. Rites and
Reason has long had informal links with persons who work in these collections, but has
had neither systematic discussion, nor on-going ties with faculty or staff who know them
best. Among our hopes for the year 2000 would be the appointment of faculty -- whether
wholly in black studies or jointly with another academic unit -- who would help us to make
use of these collections. In light of Rites and Reason's ongoing work with the Rhode Island
Black Heritage Society and with black museums, possible working relationships with the
Haffenreffer might also be explored. The Rhode Island Black Heritage Society is a black
museum which has won virtually every national honor open to museums. It's Executive
Director, Rowena Stewart, has received an honorary doctorate from the University of
Rhode Island, and is now a Senior Research Associate in the Afro-American Studies
Program here at Brown. We believe museums such as the Heritage Society, which bring
the arts and scholarship together, will be increasingly important in the future and are
pleased that the Afro-American Studies Program and Rites and Reason are in on the
"ground floor" of such work.

We were asked at the January 8th meeting what areas in Afro-American Studies"
might be in decline and ought therefore to be suitable for cutbacks by the year 2000. By
that year only 40 years will have been given to the serious study of black folk by major
research universities in the United States. The Afro-American Studies Program here at
Brown was established in 1968. The serious study of black folk began at (mostly)
southern black colleges and universities a century earlier, but was long-hampered because
of limited resources. Most black studies departments in the United States were initiated
about the same time as our own and it is therefore far too early to determine what areas
of scholarly study are in decline. At present, we are still trying to make up for the long
neglect of research on blacks. By the year 2000 we might be in a position to determine
those aspects of black studies which no longer deserve the commitment of resources, but
we cannot do so now. ...

While this statement has largely concerned itself with the Arts, we think it important
to point out that Professor Wilson Moses, Chair of Afro-American Studies, will be meeting
with the Task Force on the Social Sciences later this month. We respectfully suggest that
the Arts Task Force read comments made by Professor Moses before the Task Force on
the Social Sciences. As Rites and Reason and Afro-American Studies are closely linked, a
full picture of our work can only be gained by reviewing his observations.


