DAAS Video Transcription
Interview with Angela Dillard

Q: What went into CAAS being DAAS, how did it all start?

A: It was a process that had a few different stages in it, and it was part of a larger moment where a number of interdisciplinary programs wanted to have more power and influence, wanted to be able to exert more control over what they were doing. So, it was American Culture, Women Studies, DAAS, and I think Comparative Literature. So, it is kind of women and ethnic studies, they were all programs fighting for more authority and so the first thing that happened is that they became augmented programs which gave them a little bit more power and control. They could do hiring on their own, they could tenure – which is a big thing! Whether or not you are a unit that has the power to both hire a faculty member and tenure a faculty member is a big thing.
So, there was a moment of 3 – 5 years where all of these programs got this augmented status including what was then CAAS. So, that was a big hurdle – to be augmented. And there was a period of time that the augmentation grew and developed; CAAS got its own faculty lines, which is another big thing – I mean it is like having your own real estate. If you can control your own faculty lines and that gives you a lot of authority. And so, the augmentation and authority grew to the point where CAAS was finally able to go through the process of request for departmentalization. 

Q: What is the significance of CAAS becoming a department?

A: The biggest changes was the ability to own your faculty line, hire, and tenure faculty members independently however, CAAS could already do that before it became a department because it was an augmented program prior to departmentalization (5 – 6 years ago). But symbolically, I think it was a huge thing for people. So, for years people had been wanting CAAS to become its own department; I think people saw that as a victory – a symbolic victory and sometimes that is really important.

Q: What is augmentation?

A: A number of programs; CAAS, Women Studies, American Culture, and I think Comparative Literature all became augmented programs before they became departments. Augmentation confers a program with the power to control faculty line. It becomes part of a more structured budget process, which is the biggest thing among other things. And of all the programs that became augmented, American Culture was the last one to departmentalize.

Q: Has there been any improvement so far? What has changed since BAM’s 20th anniversary and now that BAM is celebrating 50th anniversary?

A: That is a hard one to figure out. I mean if you look at the things the original BAM wanted; I mean if you go back to look at the list of demands, one thing I ask is how many of those things succeeded? So, we never really got to the 10% request – that never happened! But CAAS became an established program and let us say the hiring of a lot of faculty of color, African-American faculty, I mean that definitely happened. We still do this to some extent, we tend to hire with other departments especially the disciplines of sociology, psychology, philosophy, economics, history because the college really wanted CAAS – now DAAS to be able to diversify the faculty and that has happened, because the college has given DAAS the actual resources to make that happen and I think that when you look back to the original moments of BAM, I think it would have been hard to think about such an empowered center and now a department. And so, I think that is a real success story. But I mean it depends on where you put the bar, if you are putting the bar at you know – is the University of Michigan still a racist institution? Well, yeah! So, I think it depends on where you are putting the bar and what are your metrics for measuring success? I mean what BAM started is a kind of intergenerational relay race and we are still running that race. So now, this generational leadership of DAAS is playing its role and it is something that will just continue to be ongoing struggle. And so, you do not see it as success because you never get there, you still have to keep running and then trying not to lose too much ground.

Q: Going back to the requests of BAM, where are we at with students enrollment i.e., increase black presence?

A: We got close to the 10% enrollment of black students during Michigan Mandate associated with BAM III. So, the Michigan Mandate was sometimes around mid-1980s when there were all these racist incidents on campus including one from this radio station that was just telling all these racist jokes and that led to another moment of real activism; they took over the Flemming building. A lot of stuffs came out of that moment; antiracist work that led to the founding of the bigger Mandela center. It was a really big moment on campus and that really helped to launch the Michigan Mandate and Michigan Mandate gets us closest to that undergraduate enrollment number that I think we have ever been and unleashes a lot of resources to start hiring faculty of color in really large numbers. So, I think there is the early BAM, the moment of Michigan Mandate, and then I think is the moment after we could no longer use affirmative action; these are three really distinctive periods. History is never a straight line because the context is always shifting and in an environment where you can no longer legally use affirmative action, it is going to be a lot harder to try and keep the enrollment up and expand, I mean it is just been tough! 
Although enrollment of black and brown students started to drop well before proposition II because the University kept talking about diversity and we are doing less and less structuring to get there. I think a lot of things changed at the university; it was becoming more competitive; admissions stuff was just exploding with applications and I think in that environment the commitment to having more black and brown students started slipping.

Q: Is the University no longer committed to some of the requests it consented to during BAM I and other struggles that happened on Campus?

A: Not really, I mean a lot of people right now are committed to it, but we do not have access to the same tools to make it happen. And here is another thing that happened, more recently, the University has been more committed to low income and first generation college students which is so important so, I think the President of the University says he wants to get to around 20% of low income students. This is a huge commitment and a public institution should have those kinds of numbers but that is more white people with fewer black folks. So, as you try and increase social economic diversity, it gets harder to have ethnic and racial diversity. Another way of putting it is that class is not a proxy for race, it just is not it. You have got two really important things, racial and ethnic diversity and class diversity, that are bamming into each other. 




Q: In your own opinion, what would be the greatest achievement of DAAS since it officially became a department?

A: The biggest achievement is getting people to understand that what we are doing in our scholarship, teaching is distinctive and important and that we do not need to justify it. That we can just do what we are doing without explaining - - well, our scholarship is just as good as the others; we do not have to do that anymore and that is a nice position to be in. And we have, affiliated with the department, all of the senior scholars, people who have really made their careers and they have been a lot of cases in high level administrative positions. People who know about the number of faculty of color especially African-American faculty in high level administrative positions at Michigan are astonished. And as a group, we have become more institutionally powerful; and again, you do not normally see it because it happens behind closed doors, in meetings but it really matters who is in the meeting and who is at that table when high level decisions are being made. And I think that this moment at Michigan is really about having a cohort of faculty of color who are playing really powerful roles across the university. And again, you don’t have to see us together so I think people don’t realize what that means and every once in a while we have been known to flex our collective muscles.

Q: Where do you think DAAS would be in 5 – 10 years from now?

A: I think when you look at the historical trajectory, there is always some point where you are leaping ahead, and at another point where you are going backward, and at some point you are going off to the side. I think some of the things that happened in the last 4 – 5 years is that DAAS started to whiten, I mean nobody said we need more white faculty in DAAS – I mean that is not how these things happen, it is just that for whatever collection of small decisions that will be made, the product was a faculty that was starting to look a lot whiter. And so, I think there is now been a kind of more deliberate effort to kind of readjust the ratio balance inside of DAAS which is kind of interesting and so I think that is one way you can see us moving. I think hopefully DAAS would become a little bit more responsive again towards its undergraduate, for some reason that there is something that was kind of lost there. So, there were fewer majors, fewer minors; I kind of felt like the undergraduate population was not as central for the faculty as it had been in past periods. So, I think there is a move to make curricular changes, to try and bring the undergraduates back into the community in stronger ways and I hope that this will continue to grow. And then I think we have been really trying to hire younger junior faculty because we are getting a little old. I would hope that there will be a real attempt to think more towards the graduate program.

Q: Compared to other Afroamerican and African Studies in the Country, how is DAAS faring? Are we measuring up? Are there ways we could do better than others? 

A: We are definitely doing better than a lot of other places, I mean a lot of places are not departments, they are not augmented programs, they are really struggling, they do not really have faculty, they don’t really have lots of control, it is a mess! I think we are probably up in the middle of the pack because we are a department, we have our own hiring, nobody is talking about getting rid of us, we are an established institution, we can commit resources but I think because we don’t have a PhD program we wouldn’t be at the top because that is a measure of institutional strength. And I think we are a little low in terms of majors and minors, and I think that matters too when you are gaining institutional strength but, one of the things I really like about Mathew Countryman, his time as Chair is that he is really focused on that. Because you have to be really responsive to the undergraduates in terms of the curriculum, offerings, advising, you know it does not just happen, you really need to make that a priority. And I think the last few years it has not been as big as a priority as it should have been.
And then I also think there is something really important about the connections between the undergraduates and the faculty. In times of DAAS’ history, those relationships with the faculty were really strong. There were real moments of coalition and being alias to students, helping them in moments when they were demonstrating against the University. And from 2013 upwards, those kinds of relationships did not exist, I was really struck by that. I think putting some of those relationships back together will be great.
