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The Department of Italian Studies discussed the document Development of the Global Network: 
Principles and Tensions at a meeting on February 7. The meeting agreed that the document 
represented an important initiative on the part of the Faculty Advisory Committee on the 
University’s Global Network, and it welcomed the fact that the impact of the development of the 
global network was finally being subjected to open scrutiny and discussion. 
 
Most of our departmental discussion centered on issues that are not clearly articulated in the 
document as it stands, although they are perhaps adumbrated in one of the subheads to the first 
point in the “Principles” part of the document: 
 

Participation	  in	  global	  initiatives	  must	  be	  voluntary	  and	  should	  not	  be	  a	  
yardstick	  for	  measuring	  the	  success	  or	  vitality	  of	  a	  department	  or	  other	  
academic	  unit.	  Global	  initiatives	  cannot	  be	  the	  only	  path	  for	  a	  department	  or	  
academic	  unit’s	  development.	  
	  

Our chief departmental concern is with the very considerable disparities in the financial position of 
humanities departments that have arisen as a result of the development of the global network. 
Departments that have collaborated extensively with the portal sites (i.e. concretely, down to the 
present time, mainly with NYUAD) have benefited financially to a marked extent through this 
collaboration. The main examples considered at the meeting were English and History, although 
these are not the only departments to have profited in this way. Departments that regularly send 
faculty members to NYUAD and assist in conducting job searches for the portal sites have been 
allocated generous compensation for these services, and, as a result of such funding, they have 
accumulated very considerable financial resources in addition to their usual annual budget. 
Departments that have not collaborated have had no access to these funds and now find themselves 
in a very different financial position. 
 
This seems a matter of legitimate concern, especially since it seems to us that these disparities have 
come about in an unplanned way, as an unintended side effect of the development of the global 
network. The effect has been to create what is in practice a two-tier system with regard to funding 
levels within the humanities at NYU, with the discrimination based not on departments’ academic 
performance, but simply on the perception of whether their subject area is of relevance to NYUAD 
programs.  
 
This seems ill thought out, especially since the discriminatory factor is not the level of departments’ 
collaboration with the global network generally, but very specifically that of collaboration with the 
portal campuses. The department of Italian Studies, for example, collaborates extremely actively 
with NYU Florence and has done since its inception. Faculty from the department teach regularly at 
NYU Florence and have contributed actively to the development of the site’s research culture, by 
giving talks, organizing conferences and symposia, and helping forge links with local universities 
and research institutions. The department receives no financial recognition for this extensive 
collaboration. It is only contributions to the portal campuses that are recognized in this way.  
 



 
 
 
 

The differential funding situation that has emerged between departments would be more 
comprehensible and justifiable if all departments had been given the same opportunities to 
collaborate with NYUAD, but only some had chosen to take up these opportunities. This is not the 
case. Some departments have been approached for collaboration, while others have not, as a result 
of the perception that their subject area is of less relevance or interest to the programs being 
developed at NYUAD. This perception is not always necessarily accurate or well founded. Where 
the literature program at NYUAD is concerned, for example, collaboration has been solicited to 
date almost exclusively from the Department of English, although it is not immediately apparent 
why this should be the case. Where history is concerned, collaboration seems to have been solicited 
almost exclusively with the Department of History, despite the fact that there are historians active in 
other humanities departments at NYU, such as ours. In general, the narrow view seems to have been 
taken that an area studies department such as Italian is only capable of offering teaching of interest 
to students majoring in that precise field. This is not in fact the case. Most of our faculty members 
are quite capable of teaching courses with a broader, comparative content, and some of us would 
have been happy to consider teaching at NYUAD had we been approached. 
 
The Department of Italian Studies would like to see the problems noted here incorporated in the 
final version of the Principles and Tensions document. There are certainly principles at stake here, 
and I hope this report has made clear that there are undoubtedly tensions as well. We are 
particularly concerned at the difference that is emerging between “rich” and “poor” humanities 
departments with regard to financial support for graduate students. There are genuine inequalities 
beginning to become apparent—and not as a result of external funding circumstances, such as 
legacies and donations, but rather as a result of a somewhat arbitrary internal funding redistribution, 
whose implications do not seem to have been properly considered, let alone discussed.  
  
	  
	  
	  
	  


