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MIT Chancellor Melissa Nobles' Scholarly Record and Relevance to Leading-Edge

Science and Engineering

Academic Credentials and Publication Record

Melissa Nobles holds a BA in history from Brown University (1985) and MA (1991) and PhD (1995) in
political science from Yale University. She joined MIT's political science faculty in 1995 and has remained

at the Institute for 30 years.[11{213]
Published Scholarly Output:
Nobles' documented scholarly record consists of:

Books (3 total):

o Shades of Citizenship: Race and the Census in Modern Politics (Stanford University Press, 2000)41(511]
o The Politics of Official Apologies (Cambridge University Press, 2008)6l(51(1]

e [nherited Responsibility and Historical Reconciliation in East Asia (co-edited with Jun-Hyeok Kwak,

Routledge Press, 2013)/s111

Journal Articles and Book Chapters:

e "The Prosecution of Human Rights Violations," Annual Review of Political Science (2010)Z11

e "History counts: a comparative analysis of racial/color categorization in US and Brazilian censuses,"

American Journal of Public Health (November 2000).8l

e "Building a New Digital Archive: Documenting Anti-Racial Violence in the 'Jim Crow' US South,

1930-1954," Comparative Politics, Vol. 55, No. 2 (January 2023)4

e "The Long View of Transitional Justice: Apologies and History," Social Research, Vol. 87, No. 4

(Winter 2020)

e "Democratic dilemmas of census categorization in the post-civil rights era," in How Public

Institutions Assess Identity Claims (University of British Columbia Press)il

e Articles in Comparative Politics, Social Research, Daedalus, and several edited books!51[11



Notable Recognition:

e Her first book received the Outstanding Book Award from the National Conference of Black Political
Scientists (2001) and honorable mention for the Ralph Bunche Book Award from the American

Political Science Association[101[4]

Research Focus and Current Work

Nobles' scholarship centers exclusively on comparative racial and ethnic politics, census
categorization, transitional justice, official apologies, and historical reconciliation. Her current
research focuses on documenting racial murders in the American South from 1930-1954 through the
Burnham-Nobles Digital Archive, a collaboration with Northeastern University Law School's Civil Rights

and Restorative Justice clinic.[111[12][13][14][15][1]

The archive, publicly launched in October 2022, now contains over 1,170 incidents documenting more
than 1,230 victims of anti-Black racial violence, with more than 12,000 records. This represents her most

substantial recent scholarly contribution.[141[15]

Publication Volume Assessment

By academic standards, Nobles' publication record over a 30-year career can be characterized as limited:

e 3 books (one as co-editor) across 23 years (2000-2023)

e Approximately 10-15 peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters identifiable in public

records

e One major article in the past decade in a top-tier political science journal (Comparative Politics,

2023)

e Minimal evidence of sustained research productivity between her 2013 edited volume and

2020 article

For context, productive scholars in political science typically publish 1-3 peer-reviewed articles annually,
plus books every 5-7 years. Nobles' output averages approximately 0.3-0.5 articles per year over her

career.

Relevance to Science and Engineering at MIT

Direct Relevance: None



Nobles' entire scholarly portfolio addresses political science topics with zero connection to science,

technology, engineering, mathematics, computing, or any technical discipline. Her work

examines:[131[11][1]

e Census racial categorization policies in Brazil and the United States

Government apologies for historical injustices

Transitional justice in post-conflict societies
e Documentation of historical racial violence

Ethnic conflict and nationalism

Indirect Arguments for Relevance:

MIT's own institutional position, articulated during Nobles' tenure as SHASS dean, argues that humanities

and social sciences provide essential context for technical work. The argument holds that:16l[17]
e Engineers and scientists operate within human societies with "political, cultural, and economic
realities"[16]

e Technical solutions to problems like climate change require understanding of "human

complexities"[16]

e Humanities develop critical skills including communication, empathy, ethical reasoning, and cross-

cultural competencell7l

e  MIT requires all undergraduates to take approximately 25% of courses in humanities, arts, and

social sciencesliZl

However, this institutional rationale for teaching humanities differs significantly from whether a
chancellor with no technical background can effectively lead student life and learning at a premiere

science and engineering institution.

Contrast with MIT's Core Mission

MIT's mission explicitly focuses on "advance[ing] knowledge; to educate students in science,
engineering, technology, humanities and social sciences; and to tackle the most pressing problems

facing the world today". The Institute's reputation rests on:[18l

e 100 Nobel Prizes won by alumni and faculty (primarily in Physics, Chemistry, Economics)i2

e Leadership in fields including robotics, artificial intelligence, materials science, nuclear fusion,

quantum computing, biotechnology, aerospace engineering



e Integration of "mind and hand" through laboratory research starting from day one for

undergraduates!20l

e 90% of engineering students participating in hands-on research through UROP2Y
Chancellor's Role and Technical Knowledge Gap:
The chancellor position is described as one of "MIT's two most senior academic" appointments,
overseeing "student life and learning” including "undergraduate and graduate education". This
encompasses:[211(22]

e Oversight of 60+ offices supporting academic success, community, and wellbeingl121l1]

e Strategic planning and fundraising for student-related mattersl2il

o  Working with senior leadership on Institute strategic priorities[12l

e Admissions, teaching and learning, residential lifel23
A chancellor with zero background in science, engineering, or technology faces inherent limitations
in:

e Understanding the pedagogical requirements of STEM education

e Appreciating the research culture and laboratory dynamics central to MIT's identity

o Relating authentically to the academic experiences of 75%+ of MIT students pursuing technical

degrees
e Evaluating academic programs, curricula, and student support needs in technical fields

e Representing the Institute's core mission to external stakeholders

Administrative vs. Scholarly Accomplishments
Nobles' appointment appears to rest primarily on administrative leadership rather than scholarly

distinction:

e Dean of SHASS (2015-2021): Led creation of new theater building and music building, championed
"MIT & Slavery" research class, secured funding for graduate students and postdocs, launched labs

in digital humanities and music technologyl241(11[12]
e Department Head, Political Science (2013-2015)131(21]
e Associate Chair of the Faculty (2007-2009)3111

e Vice President, American Political Science Association (2013-2014)111113]



President L. Rafael Reif's appointment letter emphasized her "exceptional judgment and sense of fairness
paired with her incisive intellect, humane wisdom, careful listening, unfailing eloquence, and charismatic
wit" — highlighting personal qualities and administrative skills rather than research

accomplishments.[3121]

Comparative Context

MIT has historically appointed chancellors with strong technical credentials who understand the

institution's core educational mission:

e Cynthia Barnhart (Chancellor 2014-2021): PhD in Operations Research from MIT, expert in

transportation and logistics optimization, professor in Civil and Environmental Engineeringl21l

The shift to a humanities-focused chancellor with a modest publication record and no technical
background represents a departure from tradition at an institution where technical excellence remains

the defining characteristic.

Conclusion

Melissa Nobles' scholarly record can be characterized as limited in volume and entirely disconnected
from science and engineering. Over 30 years, she produced three books and approximately 10-15
articles focused exclusively on racial politics, census categorization, and historical reconciliation —
respectable work in political science but representing modest productivity compared to leading scholars

in the field.

Her appointment as chancellor at MIT — a position overseeing the academic success and educational
programs of students overwhelmingly focused on science, engineering, and technology — raises questions
about the alignment between her expertise and the institution's core mission. While MIT values
humanities education as complementary to technical training, the chancellor role requires deep
engagement with the distinctive challenges of STEM education, research culture, and the integration of

"mind and hand" that defines the MIT experience.

The appointment appears to prioritize administrative capability, interpersonal skills, and alignment with
institutional diversity goals over scholarly productivity or technical expertise relevant to MIT's primary

educational mission.
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