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Independent Concentration (IC) | Proposal Outline 
 

Before submitting this proposal, please consult the IC Website, attend the IC Coordinators’ open hours at the 
Curricular Resource Center (CRC website), and look though the archive of approved IC proposals at the IC 
Database. 
 
Applicants must submit their first IC proposal by the end of their 5th semester.  All proposals must receive 
FINAL, full approval by the end of their 6th semesters. Proposals are only reviewed three times per semester 
on select dates. 
 
Applicants must meet with the coordinators prior to submitting their proposal. This should be done well in 
advance of the first submission to allow time for thoughtful revisions. 
 
The word limits are generally suggestions, but please consult regularly with the IC Coordinators to ensure 
you are on track in terms of your writing. This rubric for evaluating IC proposals is here. Please note the 
spelling, grammar, and coherence of the writing in the proposal is important and should be carefully 
reviewed before submitting. 
 
Email your completed application to independent_concentrations@brown.edu. 
 
 
1. Cover Letter/Overview – Provide a summary of the proposed field’s key questions/debates, its reason for 

existing as an IC at Brown, and a very brief summary of why you are proposing it. ~300 words 

NOTE: If you are resubmitting with revisions, please additionally provide a summary of the specific changes 

you have made 

 
Final Thoughts 
What is Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry? It is the study of global social phenomena such as 
postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice through the philosophical lens of critical theory. I think 
dialectically about both the institutions derived from the Enlightenment and the practices, communities, and 
identities developed and deployed in resistance to these institutions. I am thus equally invested in studying 
the universal and metropolitan on the one hand and the particular and peripheral on the other. As a field of 
study, I imagine my Independent Concentration as a conversation with a number of figures invested in this 
dialectic – chief among them Edward Said, Hannah Arendt, and Cornel West. In many ways, this field of study 
is constituted by its intellectual genealogy: while investigating questions about how societies cohere, how 
politics functions, and how the past shapes our present (and drawing on sources from many times and places), 
what distinguishes Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry is its distinctive perspective. This reflexive, 
provisional approach is gathered from the theoretical consciousness developed through the philosophical 
tradition of critique. Given my commitment to provisionality and reflexivity, I do not intend through this 
concentration to provide conclusive answers to the questions I described above. The fundamental aim of 
Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry is instead to develop concrete questions, modes of interpretation, 

http://www.brown.edu/academics/college/advising/curricular-resource-center/independent-concentrations/independent-concentrations
http://www.brown.edu/academics/college/advising/curricular-resource-center/
https://sites.google.com/a/brown.edu/crc-database/ic-database?pli=1
https://sites.google.com/a/brown.edu/crc-database/ic-database?pli=1
http://brown.edu/go/ic
https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/advising/curricular-resource-center/sites/brown.edu.academics.college.advising.curricular-resource-center/files/uploads/IC%20Rubric.pdf
mailto:independent_concentrations@brown.edu
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and resources for action that resonate across different commitments and backgrounds. Through my 
concentration, I develop a map – a way to navigate the incredible diversity of thought and experience our 
world has to offer. 
 
Cover Letter 
Dear committee, 
 
Thank you for your feedback on my proposal for an Independent Concentration in Critical Thought and Global 
Social Inquiry. I really see this as a conversation and am excited to have such dynamic and thoughtful partners 
as I continue to shape and articulate my thinking. Upon reflection, I realized that I agree with a number of your 
points and have adjusted my proposal accordingly. On other matters I felt that I can better explain and justify 
my thinking. I’ve briefly elaborated on both these types of points below. 
 
First, the points that I agree with and have adjusted in my IC. In the first paragraph of the Course Annotations 
section, I have expanded on my definition of “empirical” as it relates to the structure of my curriculum. I have 
made Postcolonial Theory with Leela Gandhi a mandatory course and have explained better how it relates to 
my learning goals, as well as making a few other minor changes to my Courses section. I have also reflected on 
my terminology and I wanted to clearly state three key definitions: by global justice I mean the interaction of 
national identity, citizenship, migration, and basic rights; by nationalism the causes and effects of nationalism 
in its exclusionary manifestations and in forms such as patriotism; and by postcolonialism the cultural and 
social evolution of the nation and the state outside the colonial metropole. I have elaborated on my thesis 
proposal to better explain the kind of support for the work that the concentration provides and have also 
expanded my consideration of Africana Studies, American Studies, and Ethnic Studies in the Why section. 
 
I have made a number of other changes to the Why section to address some of your other feedback. The 
entirely new third paragraph in particular speaks to why my Independent Concentration is entitled Critical 
Thought and Global Social Inquiry. I also added a few paragraphs to the Why section to better explain my 
concentration by elaborating on the evolution of my thought and deconstructing the frameworks I use. I 
believe this sufficiently addresses your point about the broadness of concentration. On a related note, I also 
wanted to clarify my use of “global” in the concentration title and elsewhere. I do not use “global” to 
universalize or to ignore vital specificities and particularities. Individual courses and projects such as my final 
thesis do indeed focus on specific times and places. For example, my empirical courses study everything from 
the long 1970s in the African diaspora (AFRI 0670) to the experience of Jewish minority in 19th-century Europe 
(JUDS 0061) to the constitution of modern Hellenism (MGRK 1220). My use of “global” reflects my strong 
belief that “a global perspective and critical theory are reciprocal: critical theory requires a global perspective, 
while the study of the global world implies the development of new theoretical frameworks and categories.”1 
As a whole, this concentration is global because I am convinced that thinking about postcolonialism, 
nationalism, and global justice entails transcending the artifice of the nation-state. In a similar way, I take your 
feedback on my methods course but still believe that RELS 1000 is appropriate for this concentration. I have 
elaborated on my reasoning for this choice in the How section and have also included an expanded letter from 
my faculty advisor, Paul Nahme, who strongly supports my choice of methods course. Thank you for all your 
work and valuable feedback. I look forward to continuing this conversation with you! 
 
                                                        
1 As articulated by the Academy of Global Humanities and Critical Thought (http://aghct.org/about), a research entity cofounded by 
Duke University, the University of Virginia, and the University of Bologna (see the end of the What section). 

http://aghct.org/about
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Yours sincerely, 
 
Aliosha Bielenberg 
 
Overview 
The concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry provides the tools for thinking differently and 
critically about a variety of philosophical, social, and political issues related to postcolonialism, nationalism, 
and global justice. One of the concentration’s foundations is the philosophical tradition of critique traced from 
Kant and Hegel, through Marx, to Arendt, Benjamin, and the Frankfurt School. This epistemological approach 
is reflected in a wide range of fields today, including poststructuralism, critical race theory, queer theory, 
postcolonial studies, and feminist theory. The other foundation of Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry is 
the study of diverse perspectives on society and culture past and present concerned with issues of 
nationalism, postcolonialism, and global justice. This social inquiry draws on a number of disciplines in the 
humanities and humanistic social sciences, including political science, sociology, anthropology, classics, 
comparative literature, art history, and cultural studies. Studying global issues and perspectives enriches 
traditional scholarship by creating space for imagining different interpretative categories. The interaction 
between more empirical and more theoretical approaches has a rich history; social inquiry has always 
inspired, integrated, and questioned critical thought. The sustained, thoughtful interaction of empirical and 
philosophical traditions yields new forms of thought and imagination, providing a valuable prism through 
which to view the world. 
 
The concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry lays the foundation for the exploration of 
questions about how societies cohere, how politics flourishes and fails, and how our past (and how we think 
about our past) shapes our present and future. A number of scholars from across the humanities and social 
sciences at Brown engage with these questions, at times adopting more theoretical and at times more 
empirical approaches. The rich imbrications of this work across a variety of disciplines provide the basis for 
this concentration, which thus transcends and blurs the boundaries between existing departments at Brown. 
Through my courses, research, and work outside the curriculum I have encountered this variety of theoretical 
traditions and diverse historical, cultural, and social research. My personal concerns with nationalism, global 
justice, and postcolonialism are best explored through a sustained engagement with this kind of work being 
done at Brown and elsewhere. 
 
2. Learning Goals – Provide a clear description of the proposed concentration’s academic goals and trajectory, 

reflecting on what skills a concentrator in this field would learn. ~250 words 

• Think of this like the “Description” paragraph you see describing traditional concentrations on Focal Point. 
You can also find examples of learning objectives for every concentration listed. 

 
The concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry encourages the development of tools for 
thinking differently and critically about philosophical, social, and political issues, especially those related to 
postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice. The concentration is undergirded by a grounding in critical 
theory gained through close reading and study of intellectual history. This theoretical foundation is 
complemented by a survey of diverse cultural, historical, and social research that both integrates and inspires 
new forms of critical theory. This study also develops competence in a number of humanistic methods, 
including a strong foundation in academic writing and proficiency in a second language. The culmination of 
Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry is a capstone project in which I draw on the skills developed 

https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/concentrations/
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throughout the concentration to think critically and analytically about original research and secondary 
sources. 
 
Students in this concentration will: 

• Develop an understanding of intellectual movements inspired by and united around the tradition of 
critical theory. 

• Be acquainted with a range of cultural, historical, and social traditions and contexts oriented towards 
issues of postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice. 

• Be exposed to methods from a variety of disciplines in the humanities and humanistic social sciences, 
particularly through the study of diverse theoretical traditions. 

• Become proficient in a language other than English, thus supporting fluency in theoretical 
approaches and enabling rigor in empirical research. 

• Produce significant original work that integrates theoretical approaches and empirical methods 
acquired through the concentration. 

• Develop a strong capacity for thinking critically, analytically, and imaginatively about original 
research and secondary sources. 

• Become able to communicate fluently, articulately, and clearly through a variety of media, with a 
focus on academic writing. 

 
3. What – Describe the context of the concentration outside of Brown and define key terms ~500-750 words 

• If the concentration exists at other undergraduate liberal arts institutions comparable to Brown, describe the 

similarities and differences between the IC and those programs. Consider reaching out to members of those 

programs for details. 

• If the concentration does not exist elsewhere but is a clearly established field of study, describe the state of 

the field, bring in resources from active scholars, and discuss how your concentration will connect with the 

larger field. Consider consulting leading journals or contacting some of the relevant scholars for guidance. 

• If the concentration does not (yet) exist as a field of study, provide a very compelling description of its 
necessity, relevance, and academic merit. 

 
Critical theory in various forms is a significant and flourishing field of study in universities around the world 
today. The philosophical tradition of critical theory is closely related to the movement known as continental 
philosophy. This school of thought is usually defined in contrast to analytic philosophy, referring either to their 
differing methods or to their shared but divergent intellectual history. An example of the former definition is 
Neil Levy’s description of analytic philosophy as a “problem-solving activity” and continental philosophy as 
closer “to the humanistic disciplines and to literature and art… it tends to be more ‘politically engaged.’”2 In 
contrast, Kile Jones (emphasizing intellectual history) traces the two traditions as the continuation of two 
reactions to Kant: continental philosophy being descended from Hegel and analytic from the later reactions to 
Kant by the Vienna Circle.3 Today, philosophy in Europe (not including the United Kingdom) continues to be 
dominated by the continental tradition and is therefore closer to critical theory. In the United States (and the 

                                                        
2 Neil Levy, “Analytic and Continental Philosophy: Explaining the Differences,” Metaphilosophy 34, no. 3 (2003): 288–93, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24439383. 
3 Kile Jones, “Analytic versus Continental Philosophy,” Philosophy Now, no. 74 (2009), 
https://philosophynow.org/issues/74/Analytic_versus_Continental_Philosophy. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24439383
https://philosophynow.org/issues/74/Analytic_versus_Continental_Philosophy
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broader Anglosphere), exploration of critical theory is usually an interdisciplinary endeavor located in the 
humanities and humanistic social sciences. A number of institutes and programs are dedicated to this 
exploration, often incorporating significant empirical research alongside more theoretical traditions. In other 
words, critical theory in the United States is integrated with and inextricable from rigorous empirical inquiry. 
Most of these initiatives are organized under the International Consortium of Critical Theory Programs, which 
maintains a comprehensive directory; I have selected a few of these programs to examine below.4 
 
There are many centers and institutes dedicated to the study of critical theory at American universities. 
Perhaps the most notable at Brown’s peer institutions are the Columbia Center for Contemporary Critical 
Thought and the Program in Critical Theory at the University of California, Berkeley. Both centers involve 
affiliated faculty and visiting scholars from many disciplines in the humanities and humanistic social sciences.5 
Through its program, UC Berkeley offers a Designated Emphasis in Critical Theory for students pursuing a PhD 
in the social sciences, arts, or humanities. This program requires three core courses: one each on critique in 
Hegel and Marx, the Frankfurt School, and contemporary forms of critical theory. The program also requires 
two electives taught by faculty affiliated with the Program in Critical Theory. A similar program for graduate 
students is offered at Northwestern University: the Interdisciplinary Certificate in Critical Theory. This program 
also requires five courses, which include two of the three introductory seminars (on Literary Studies, 
Philosophy, and the Study of Politics) and three electives.6 
 
Also notable are the summer institutes offered by Cornell University’s School of Criticism and Theory, the 
Birkbeck Institute for the Humanities (at the University of London), and the New School’s Institute for Critical 
Social Inquiry.7 These institutes bring together graduate students and leading scholars who offer seminars, 
lectures, and workshops on topics related to critical theory, writ broadly. For example, in June 2018 the New 
School will host seminars entitled The Relevance of Hannah Arendt; Theory from the South: Interrogating the 
Global Dis/Order; and EuroIslam: Secular Public Culture in Question. 
 
Programs in critical theory are offered for undergraduates at a few liberal arts colleges: namely Macalester, 
Kalamazoo, and Wesleyan.8 Due to their small size, these programs are all minors or concentrations (as 
opposed to majors or concentrations in the sense used by Brown). All the aforementioned programs require 
five or six courses from departments across the humanities and humanistic social sciences: two or three 
courses that focus directly on the intellectual history of critical theory and three or four electives that explore 
the connections between critical theory and more empirical disciplines. Examples of courses from the latter 
category include Postcolonial Literature, Citizenship and Immigration, and Religious Art and Material Culture. 
A similar program is also offered by Mills College through its major in Global Humanities and Critical Thought. 
This is perhaps the closest program to what I am proposing. It is larger than the other programs, primarily 
because it stresses a foundation not just in critical theory but also in a “range of cultural, national, intellectual, 
and historical traditions and contexts.”9 This second emphasis is evident in the curriculum. For instance, along 

                                                        
4 The directory is available online at http://directory.criticaltheoryconsortium.org. 
5 See, for example, the lists at http://www.law.columbia.edu/contemporary-critical-thought/about-us/affiliated-faculty and 
http://criticaltheory.berkeley.edu/people-position/faculty/. 
6 For more information, see http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/academics/programs/clusters-and-certificates/critical- 
theory/requirements.html. 
7 See http://sct.cornell.edu, http://www.bbk.ac.uk/bih/lcts, and http://www.criticalsocialinquiry.org/. 
8 See https://www.macalester.edu/academics/criticaltheory/concentration/, https://reason.kzoo.edu/criticaltheory/requirements/, 
http://www.wesleyan.edu/theory/faculty.html. 
9 From https://inside.mills.edu/academics/undergraduate /ghct/index.php. 

http://directory.criticaltheoryconsortium.org/
http://www.law.columbia.edu/contemporary-critical-thought/about-us/affiliated-faculty
http://criticaltheory.berkeley.edu/people-position/faculty/
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/academics/programs/clusters-and-certificates/critical-theory/requirements.html
http://www.tgs.northwestern.edu/academics/programs/clusters-and-certificates/critical-theory/requirements.html
http://sct.cornell.edu/
http://www.bbk.ac.uk/bih/lcts
http://www.criticalsocialinquiry.org/
https://www.macalester.edu/academics/criticaltheory/concentration/
https://reason.kzoo.edu/criticaltheory/requirements/
http://www.wesleyan.edu/theory/faculty.html
https://inside.mills.edu/academics/undergraduate/ghct/index.php
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with two foundation courses in the philosophical tradition of critical theory, Mills also requires fluency in a 
foreign language and five electives from at least three different disciplines. Like Mills, I intend this 
concentration to develop strengths in both Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. 
 
Many other programs are associated with critical theory in its various manifestations, including the journals 
Critical Inquiry, Critical Times: Interventions in Global Critical Theory, and Critical Horizons; and the book series 
New Directions in Critical Theory, New Critical Theory, and Critical Global Studies. Regular conferences and 
other academic fora are held both directly on critical theory and on its intersections with other fields. Finally, a 
number of international associations and working groups are devoted to these theoretical traditions, including 
the Academy of Global Humanities and Critical Theory (founded by the University of Virginia, Duke University, 
and the University of Bologna). This organization particularly interests me because it highlights the necessity of 
complementing critical theory with rigorous work in the humanities, especially in emphasizing global 
perspectives and avoiding essentialist and exclusionary attitudes. In their words: 

The Academy is predicated on the assumption that the humanities and the interpretative social 
sciences need a global perspective in order to break down the ‘methodological nationalism’ that has 
dominated them in the past and to envisage new interpretative categories. … In this view, a global 
perspective and critical theory are reciprocal: critical theory requires a global perspective, while the 
study of the global world implies the development of new theoretical frameworks and categories.10 

My concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry is predicated on the same belief: Critical 
Thought and Global Social Inquiry requires immersion in the spectrum of approaches from the most 
theoretical to the most empirical. Furthermore, the thinkers I draw on and the areas and periods I learn about 
must be diverse in the broadest sense. 
 
4. How – Discuss the scholarly methods to be used, the connections with any related disciplines, and how you 

plan to combine those disciplines using resources at Brown. ~500-750 words 

• Outline the analytic research methods or forms of inquiry of the concentration, highlighting the role of the 

methods course(s) in your course plan. 

•  Describe the connections with other academic fields, including how courses, texts, and techniques from other 
disciplines at Brown will be used to complete this concentration. 
NOTE: If you are interested in participating in the Engaged Scholars Program as an independent concentrator, 
please include an additional description of your interest in the program and how it will relate to your proposed 
concentration. 

 
This concentration draws on methods and resources from a number of disciplines in the humanities and 
humanistic social sciences. Many of the courses from individual fields introduce methods from that discipline. 
The designated methods course for this IC is also the methods course for the concentration in Religious 
Studies. Theoretical authors read in that course include Max Weber and Émile Durkheim, sociologists; Clifford 
Geertz and Pierre Bourdieu, anthropologists; Sigmund Freud, a psychologist; and Dipesh Chakrabarty and 
Benedict Anderson, historians and political scientists. Juxtaposing these thinkers yields a critical understanding 
of a variety of scholarly methods in the humanities and humanistic social sciences, which are in turn employed 
in other forms throughout the concentration. While the specific theorists do not necessarily emerge from the 
tradition of critical theory, their insights are valuable and important additions to the study of postcolonialism, 

                                                        
10 From http://aghct.org/about. 

https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/swearer/programs/engaged-scholars-program/13
http://aghct.org/about
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nationalism, and global justice. Furthermore, works of psychoanalysis and social theory like those of Freud, 
Weber, Bourdieu, and Anderson informed and always engaged theorists more squarely within critical thought. 
It is also important to note that RELS 1000 is not explicitly oriented towards religion; it is not a course that 
introduces key thinkers in the field of religious studies, since religious studies is not united by a common 
methodology or theoretical tradition. Instead, religion is a focus through which the diverse theoretical 
approaches mentioned above are explored. RELS 1000 therefore provides appropriate preparation both for 
understanding a variety of work in the humanities and in integrating these diverse theoretical approaches in 
the study of Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. In addition to this theoretical background, specific 
methods will be learned as needed for a project, a course, or a paper. For example, a language other than 
English is vital to the conduct of research in most disciplines in the humanities and social sciences. The course 
FREN 1410T: L’expérience des réfugiés et immigrés (The Experience of Refugees and Immigrants) develops 
French skills which are useful in conducting empirical research in Francophone areas and in reading theoretical 
sources in their original language. Proficiency in French thus supports the learning goals of encountering a 
range of traditions and contexts and becoming fluent in a variety of theoretical approaches. More quantitative 
research methods, including statistics and various programming languages, will be learned as needed either 
through Brown courses or through extracurricular opportunities. 
 
There are many resources at Brown that relate to my concentration, though they are generally dispersed 
amongst various departments. A list of regular Brown faculty who conduct research and teach courses related 
to this concentration is provided here: Paul Nahme (Religious Studies and Judaic Studies); Andre Willis (History 
and Religious Studies); Bonnie Honig (Modern Culture and Media and Political Science); Gerhard Richter 
(German Studies and Comparative Literature); Nathaniel Berman (International Affairs); Kenneth Haynes 
(Comparative Literature and Classics); Amanda Anderson (English); Juliet Hooker (Political Science); Leela 
Gandhi (English); Michael Steinberg (Music); Anthony Bogues (Africana Studies and History of Art and 
Architecture); and Peter Szendy (Comparative Literature). Furthermore, a number of visiting professors and 
postdoctoral associates interested in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry are affiliated with Brown for 
shorter periods. I will consult with all these faculty throughout this concentration, both through and beyond 
the curriculum. Academic work in this field of study is also gathered under other organizational departments, 
including the Pembroke Center for Teaching and Research on Women and the Cogut Institute for the 
Humanities. The list of departments above indicates the interdisciplinarity of Critical Thought and Global Social 
Inquiry, especially at Brown. Resources from all these academic units will be used for this concentration. 
 
Brown also hosts events on these topics fairly regularly, which I plan to attend and use for the purposes of this 
concentration. A notable example of such an event is the conference held on 6 and 7 April 2018 with the title 
Towards a Global History of Political Concepts: Theoretical Foundations and Practices. This event was 
organized by Anthony Bogues, the Director of the Center for the Study of Slavery and Justice, as part of the 
aforementioned Academy of Global Humanities and Critical Theory. Brown’s commitment to innovative and 
interdisciplinary theory and practice is demonstrated by the regular events hosted by departments across 
campus. This is an ideal environment within which to concentrate in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. 
 
5. Why – Provide a personal statement of justification for doing this concentration and an explanation of why 
the curriculum could not be pursued in a standard concentration at Brown. ~1000 words 
• Include a brief statement of personal interest in this topic and how you came to declare this IC. 

• If the IC is similar to any other concentration(s), describe their differences – which should be significant 

enough to merit the creation of a new concentration. Why is this path necessary? 
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• Please refer explicitly to the existing concentrations as they appear on the University Bulletin, which changes 

frequently! Be sure to reference standard concentrations accurately and mention advising conversations you 

have had with other advisors from those programs. 

• Read and consider various educational philosophies, including the Liberal Learning Goals and the philosophy 

outlined in “Draft of a Working Paper for Education at Brown University”. Describe which educational goals the 

IC fulfills and how it will do so. 

 
As indicated above, Brown offers the chance to learn from and work with many faculty interested in Critical 
Thought and Global Social Inquiry. Through my courses, research, and work outside the curriculum I have 
taken advantage of these opportunities. For instance, I took courses such as JUDS 0061: Foreigners, Refugees, 
and the Ethics of Minority and PHIL 0390: Global Justice largely because of my longstanding interests in global 
justice and nationalism. I have developed these interests because of both personal and academic experiences. 
I was born in California to an American father and a Greek Cypriot mother and have spent most of my life in 
the United Arab Emirates and Cyprus. These personal circumstances have regularly prompted reflection on 
issues including the interaction of national identity, citizenship, migration, and basic rights; the causes and 
effects of nationalism in its exclusionary manifestations and in forms such as patriotism; and the cultural and 
social evolution of the nation and the state outside the colonial metropole. The other factor that has 
contributed to the development of these interests is my academic and extracurricular involvement, including 
many years in Model United Nations and (more recently) a similar program called the European Youth 
Parliament. I learned about many issues through these experiences, through discussions with peers and 
mentors with diverse backgrounds and identities, and through my own research in my spare time. Coming to 
Brown, I was sure that I wanted to pursue my personal concerns with global justice, nationalism, and 
postcolonialism through the curriculum. I explored a number of different disciplines and approaches to issues 
such as these, and in the process learned more about critical theory and the appealing integration of 
theoretical and empirical work in parts of the humanities and humanistic social sciences. I now share the belief 
of many faculty at Brown and beyond that concerns such as my own are best explored through a sustained 
engagement with Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. 
 
I would like to explain why this concentration is not entitled Postcolonial Theory or Postcolonial Studies. First, 
it is useful to give some context about postcolonialism. Postcolonial theory at its heart is a theoretical tradition 
whose key figures are Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Homi Bhabha (the so-called “Holy 
Trinity”). Its antecedents include a variety of thinkers in critical theory as well as important anticolonial writers 
such as Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, and CLR James. As such, postcolonialism is more a specific school of 
thought than a field of study. Leela Gandhi (John Hawkes Professor of the Humanities and English) is the only 
scholar at Brown whose work lies firmly within this theoretical tradition; unfortunately, she has only taught 
one undergraduate class in the past four years. Because of limitations specific to Brown, a concentration in 
Postcolonial Studies would therefore look very similar to the one I have now. Indeed, many of the courses in 
this concentration deal with postcolonialism in various theoretical and empirical manifestations. This fact goes 
some way towards explaining the title of my concentration: Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry (note 
the added emphasis). The field of continental philosophy is vast: this concentration therefore explicitly 
eschews an ecumenical approach to critical theory. Instead, the concentration in Critical Thought and Global 
Social Inquiry is consciously oriented towards questions of postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice, as 
explored through both philosophical and empirical approaches. In short, I understand that continental 

https://bulletin.brown.edu/the-college/concentrations/
https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/degree/sites/brown.edu.academics.college.degree/files/uploads/Lib-Learning-Goals.pdf
n.edu/libweb/papers/BrownCurriculum.pdf
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philosophy is quite broad; this concentration tries to strike the balance between the expanse of critical theory 
and the specificity of postcolonial theory. 
 
I think it is also useful to explain the evolution of my thinking about this concentration. Postcolonial theory 
was my initial interest and I maintain a focus on the concerns that motivate that tradition: postcolonialism, 
nationalism, and global justice. At the same time, I realized that the most innovative and interesting new work 
being done on these issues is no longer explicitly in postcolonial theory. Indeed, this term is now mostly used 
to refer to the work of Said, Bhabha, and Spivak rather than a flourishing area of study. What this new work 
shares with postcolonial theory is its foundation in two key pillars: the philosophical tradition of critical theory 
and the rigorous investigation of global society. Both postcolonial theorists and modern scholars working in 
Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry share their foundation in these two pillars. Edward Said drew on the 
philosophical contributions of Michel Foucault and his expertise in the literature and culture of the Middle 
East; Spivak’s thought derives from Derrida’s theoretical work and her knowledge of South Asian history. 
Today, there are a number of scholars who continue this kind of work, which I call Critical Thought and Global 
Social Inquiry. For example, Bonnie Honig is also rooted in the tradition of critical theory (for her, with a 
particular focus on Hannah Arendt) coupled with the rigorous investigation of Jewish texts (in Democracy and 
the Foreigner) and Greek tragedy (in more recent work, specifically Antigone). This concentration is 
fundamentally meant to equip me to produce interesting work in this area. It shares with postcolonial theory 
the basis in critical theory and rigorous global social inquiry, along with the common concerns of 
postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice. 
 
Many of the primary concerns of Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry overlap with topics often 
considered in Philosophy, Sociology, Anthropology, and Political Science, among other disciplines. The 
concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry, as demonstrated through the survey of resources 
at Brown (above) and the course list (below), is fundamentally interdisciplinary. This is the primary reason why 
concentrations confined to existing disciplines cannot achieve the learning goals of Critical Thought and Global 
Social Inquiry. Another reason that this curriculum is best pursued as an Independent Concentration is that 
many of its most natural homes are unsuitable because of historical circumstance. As described previously, 
critical theory is inextricable from continental philosophy – that is, philosophy not pursued in the Anglophone 
tradition. The philosophy department at Brown is clearly analytic, with strengths in traditionally analytic 
subfields such as logic, epistemology, and the philosophy of mathematics. In the United States and at Brown, 
the scholars who work in critical theory and its various contemporary manifestations are not found in 
philosophy departments, but rather in the humanities and humanistic social sciences. This historical 
circumstance does not mean that disciplines such as philosophy are insufficient in some way at Anglo-
American universities; indeed, locating critical theory outside the discipline of philosophy encourages the 
awareness and integration of empirical approaches in ways not as commonly encountered in continental 
Europe. It is clear that the learning goals of Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry cannot be pursued 
through a concentration in Philosophy at Brown because the faculty and curriculum are strongly analytic. 
 
Along similar lines, concentrations other than Philosophy are also not suitable for pursuing this program of 
study. For instance, most social sciences are focused on their methodology without adequate opportunities to 
pursue courses in interdisciplinary critical theory. Political Science, International Relations, and Sociology, for 
example, emphasize quantitative approaches and generally refer to the canon of theorists within their own 
disciplines. Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry draws on a variety of methods, particularly emphasizing 
qualitative approaches, and studies theoretical traditions not often encountered in social sciences. More 



CRC |IC Application 

 

Last Updated 5/18/18 1:53 PM   Page 12 

humanistic fields, such as Comparative Literature and Religious Studies (and fields such as American Studies, 
Ethnic Studies, and Africana Studies), are not as restrictive in methodology or theoretical approach. Indeed, 
many of the courses in this concentration come from these fields, reflecting the interests of some faculty in 
the humanities at Brown. Yet these concentrations are often heavily constrained in subject matter. The 
concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry deals not just with religion and not just with 
literature but with a variety of empirical sources that complement critical theory. In the same vein, this 
concentration is not limited to a focus on the African diaspora or the experience of American minorities. While 
this concentration draws on the rigor of existing disciplines in the humanities, its focus is broader and 
particularly emphasizes issues of postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice. Concentrating in 
Comparative Literature, Religious Studies, or similar disciplines would restrict this focus and preclude the 
learning goals of Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. 
 
Perhaps the closest concentration to Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry at Brown is Modern Culture 
and Media (MCM). Track I of MCM consists of 11 courses, mostly in MCM, which “study a particular historical 
moment, a medium, or a mode of textual production, in combination with theoretical studies that examine 
the categories of cultural analysis.”11 The theory taught in MCM often draws on critical thought; indeed, I will 
likely enroll in an MCM theory seminar as part of this concentration. Yet the primary subject of study in MCM 
is media, with a particular emphasis on new media. I am interested in social inquiry, particularly in studying 
cultures and histories through the lens of disciplines such as Religious Studies, Anthropology, and area studies 
(e.g. Africana, Modern Greek, French). A clear example of this kind of social inquiry that is integrated with 
critical theory is MGRK 1220: Decolonizing Classical Antiquity: White Nationalism, Colonialism, and Ancient 
Material Heritage (I elaborate on this below). MCM Track I is too focused on media to pursue my other 
interests that lie at the heart of the concentration in Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. In short, MCM 
Track I pursues many similar theoretical interests to this concentration, but its empirical foundation is in 
media rather than global social inquiry. As with other concentrations in the humanities, social sciences, and 
philosophy, focusing on one discipline precludes the learning goals of Critical Thought and Global Social 
Inquiry. 
 
This Independent Concentration clearly aligns with the goals of the New Curriculum, and more broadly the 
aims and principles of liberal education. With specific reference to the Liberal Learning Goals, Critical Thought 
and Global Social Inquiry is particularly suitable to improving speaking and writing, understanding cultural 
differences, evaluating human behavior, studying the past, expanding reading skills and aesthetic sensibility, 
collaborating fully, and embracing diversity. These goals are fulfilled through the courses that comprise the 
concentration, as elaborated below. This concentration is less suitable for the goals of experiencing scientific 
inquiry and applying what I have learned. Opportunities to fulfill these goals will be sought through the Open 
Curriculum outside of this concentration. 
 
6. Courses – List the courses required for the concentration. 

• AB concentrations should include about 11 Core Courses, including 1 methods course, and 1 departmental 

independent study course (DISP) for your capstone (students who wish to complete a thesis or an Sc.B. 

capstone will have a minimum of 12 courses, as 2 DISPs are required). Most ScB concentrations include about 

17 Core Courses. 

                                                        
11 Quoted from the official concentration requirements in the 2017–18 University Bulletin, available at 
https://bulletin.brown.edu/the-college/concentrations/mcmd/. 

https://bulletin.brown.edu/the-college/concentrations/mcmd/
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• The course list should include a mix of introductory, intermediate, and advanced courses, logically building on 

earlier knowledge essential to completing capstone-like work. Adapt the “categories” column to best explain 

the flow and relationship between courses. 

• Consider the knowledge and skills that are integral to the field. You may find it useful to list as alternative 

courses that accomplish similar intellectual goals (For example, if you plan to take 2 from a list of 5 courses). 

• The methods course should provide the tools to comprehend, conduct, and report on research in your field 

(critical for your capstone/thesis). It may be qualitative, quantitative, theoretical, etc. and more than one 

course may be required depending on your field. 

• Specify the Writing Requirement course you intend to take as a junior or senior. 

 

Stud. 
Sem. 

Acad. 
Sem., Yr 

Course Code Course Title Instructor Category 

3 Fall 2017 AFRI 0670 Global Black Radicalism 
Brian Meeks and 
Geri Augusto 

Empirical 

3 Fall 2017 MGRK 1220 
Decolonizing Classical Antiquity: White 
Nationalism, Colonialism, and Ancient 
Material Heritage 

Yannis Hamilakis Empirical 

3 Fall 2017 FREN 1410T L'expérience des réfugiés/immigrés Virginia Krause Empirical 

3 Fall 2017 GNSS 1961H 
Literary Imaginations of the Law: 
Human Rights and Literature 

Anjuli Gunaratne Empirical 

4 
Spring 
2018 

ARCH 2102 
Postcolonial Matters: Material Culture 
between Colonialism and Globalization 

Peter van 
Dommelen 

Empirical 

5 Fall 2018 RELS 1000 Methods in Religious Studies Paul Nahme Methods 

2 
Spring 
2017 

JUDS 0061 
Foreigners, Refugees, and the Ethics of 
Minority 

Paul Nahme Theoretical 

2 
Spring 
2017 

PHIL 0390 Global Justice David Estlund Theoretical 

4 
Spring 
2018 

RELS 0835 Edward Said and Cornel West 
Nancy Khalek and 
Andre Willis 

Theoretical 

7 Fall 2019 GRMN 2661D What is Critique? Gerhard Richter Theoretical 

6 
Spring 
2019 

ENGL 2761O Postcolonial Theory Leela Gandhi Theoretical 

7 Fall 2019 DISP Thesis    

8 
Spring 
2020 

DISP Thesis    

 
 
7. Course Annotations – Describe how each of the courses supports the concentration ~2-3 sentences each 
• Divide this section into categories that demonstrate the logical progression of the courses. 

https://www.brown.edu/academics/college/degree/curriculum/writing-requirement
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• Describe how each will contribute to the concentration’s depth as well as breadth, relating the academic 
material to the concentration’s field and learning objectives. 
• Consider including a diagram (flow chart, Venn diagram, etc.) of courses to illustrate the coherence of the IC. 

 
The two categories in the table above correspond to the first two learning goals of the concentration. 
Theoretical courses develop an understanding of diverse intellectual movements inspired by and united around 
the tradition of critical theory. In other words, all the theoretical approaches discussed in these courses both 
inspire and integrate critical thought, despite coming from a variety of disciplines. Empirical courses treat a 
range of cultural, historical, and social traditions and contexts oriented towards postcolonialism, nationalism, 
and global justice. In contrast to the theoretical category, empirical courses emphasize rigorous study of and 
immersion in a particular culture and historical or geographic focus. Every course also develops some of the 
other learning goals, particularly through exposure to the methodology of a certain discipline and through 
training in skills such as close reading, academic writing, and oral presentations. All these courses are further 
integrated into a logical progression from introductory to intermediate to advanced courses, as discussed in 
detail below. This progression culminates in the honors thesis completed in the final year of study, which is 
discussed in the subsequent section. 
 
Introductory 
These courses generally assume no background in the topics they survey and the methods they adopt. 
 
JUDS 0061: Foreigners, Refugees, and the Ethics of Minority (Paul Nahme) 

This course provides a foundation for the exploration of critical theory. Taking as its starting point the 
Jewish experience as a paradigm of modern immigration and global interaction, the course combines 
primary theoretical readings with discussion that connects disparate case studies. This course 
exemplifies how attention to diverse theoretical perspectives can furnish a critical understanding and 
imaginative vocabulary for dealing with global issues such as pluralism, displacement, and foreignness. 
 

PHIL 0390: Global Justice (David Estlund) 
This course is firmly situated within theory, but complements the other courses in this list because it 
adopts a decidedly analytic perspective. Readings in areas such as climate change and the law of war 
demonstrate both the strengths and shortcomings of analytic philosophy in dealing with global issues. 
Similarly, the writing emphasized in this field has benefits and disadvantages that should inform other 
approaches to these topics. 
 

AFRI 0670: Global Black Radicalism (Brian Meeks and Geri Augusto) 
This course surveys the variety of global evolutions of Black Power, starting in the United States and 
expanding to the Caribbean, Africa, and even Israel and New Zealand. The strong grounding in 
historical research is complemented by an exposure to critical theory as adapted to postcolonial and 
racial contexts (for example, in the works of Amilcar Cabral and Angela Davis). This course also exposes 
students to a variety of methods, including dealing with primary sources and creatively incorporating 
multimedia in significant projects. 

 
RELS 0835: Edward Said and Cornel West (Nancy Khalek and Andre Willis) 

This course closely reads two figures deeply influenced by critical theory: Edward Said, the founder of 
postcolonial studies, and Cornel West, the theorist of religion and race. Reading these thinkers 
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alongside one another creates space for new and imaginative thinking in emerging forms of critical 
thought. Furthermore, both West and Said integrated philosophical work in the tradition of critical 
theory with empirical and activist work, concerns which are especially relevant to the goals of this 
concentration. 

 
Intermediate 
These courses generally assume some familiarity with the topics covered and often require fluency in the 
approaches to be used. These approaches include proficiency in a second language, primary research skills, 
close reading, and academic writing. 
 
MGRK 1220: Decolonizing Classical Antiquity: White Nationalism, Colonialism, and Ancient Material Heritage 
(Yannis Hamilakis) 

This course integrates theoretical considerations of race and colonialism with an exposure to the 
history of archaeology, nationalist historiography, and the uses of material heritage. The geographic 
and thematic focus is on modern Greece, which is personally relevant for me and will inform my future 
research. The course is particularly notable because it pushes towards the integration of critical theory 
even into social sciences that were traditionally more positivistic. 

 
FREN 1410T: L'expérience des réfugiés/immigrés (Virginia Krause) 

This course (conducted in French) is based on readings by writers such as Albert Camus, Hannah 
Arendt, and Aimé Césaire, along with appropriate surveys of legal and historical information about 
immigration and displacement. The other part of the course is a sustained engagement with a local 
nonprofit, Women’s Refugee Care. This course particularly enriches the concentration because it 
develops skills in French and therefore exposes students to different theoretical and empirical 
perspectives. 
 

GNSS 1961H: Literary Imaginations of the Law: Human Rights and Literature (Anjuli Gunaratne) 
This seminar closely reads both literature and legal documents through the lens of critical theory, 
drawing on authors such as Frantz Fanon, Jacques Derrida, and Judith Butler. The small, intense 
environment fosters imaginative approaches that are then used to inform interpretations of primary 
sources. The course heavily emphasizes close reading of sources that are diverse and unorthodox in 
form (from documentary film to ancient Greek drama to modern lyrical poetry) and in origin (from 
modern Greece, Haiti, St Lucia, and Chile). 

 
RELS 1000: Methods in Religious Studies (Paul Nahme) 

This seminar serves as the methods course for this concentration, and as suitable preparation for the 
honors thesis. Although it is intended for concentrators in Religious Studies, the variety of theoretical 
approaches treated makes this course an appropriate presentation of methods for a concentration in 
the humanities or humanistic social sciences such as this one. In particular, this course develops an 
understanding of and ability to integrate a chosen theoretical approach with empirical research or 
primary sources. [For more on this course, see the How section.] 

 
Advanced 
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These graduate-level courses require significant prior experience with the topics covered and the methods 
used.12 They fulfill the writing requirement. 
 
ARCH 2102: Postcolonial Matters: Material Culture between Colonialism and Globalization (Peter van 
Dommelen) 

This course explores colonialism past and present through the combined lenses of postcolonial theory 
and material culture. Professor van Dommelen is a pioneer in this emerging subfield, and the intimate 
setting of a graduate seminar pushes students to explore new directions by bridging theoretical and 
empirical work through the integration of postcolonial theory with rigorous inquiry in the social 
sciences, particularly through material culture. 

 
GRMN 2661D: What is Critique? (Gerhard Richter) 

This seminar involves close reading of key figures in the history of critical theory, stretching from Kant 
through to Foucault. The advanced setting provokes thoughtful and nuanced interpretations and 
understandings of critical theory, deepening the philosophical background that underlies the 
concentration. The consideration of older philosophers complements the rest of the curriculum and 
provides a better grounding for other research. 
 

ENGL 2761O: Postcolonial Theory (Leela Gandhi) 
This seminar develops in detail the field of postcolonial theory and its intellectual history as a 
continuation of critical theory. In particular, it surveys more recent developments in postcolonial 
theory and focuses on literary concerns that are less developed in other parts of this curriculum. 

 
 
8. Capstone/Thesis Concept – Outline the culminating project for the concentration ~250 words 

• All ICs must include a final project to tie together the knowledge and skills of the concentration. Describe the 

format, content, and methodologies of the intended Capstone or Honors Thesis (details on the IC Info Sheet 

and the Thesis Guidelines) 

• For sophomores, this should be a rough outline of what the final project might entail. Juniors should have a 

clearer idea of what specific questions the Capstone or Thesis will investigate and the resources necessary. 

 
In my last year, I will complete an honors thesis as the culmination of this concentration, integrating 
theoretical approaches from critical theory and rigorous empirical work. I intend to write about my 
longstanding interests in postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice, particularly as manifested in modern 
Greece (and Cyprus). This work is supported by the courses taken throughout this concentration (such as 
MGRK 1220: Decolonizing Classical Antiquity), particularly through the variety of theoretical approaches to 
which I am exposed. In addition, this thesis would draw on my personal knowledge of Hellenism, including my 
fluency in modern Greek, my time spent living and studying in Cyprus during high school, and my research in 
Greece with Yannis Hamilakis. This thesis would begin with a survey of existing literature on history, society, 
and politics in modern Hellenism (briefly discussed below), with a particular lens towards the integration of 
approaches from theoretical traditions such as postcolonial studies. The main portion of the thesis would 

                                                        
12 I have consulted all the professors teaching these seminars to ensure that they would accept an advanced undergraduate. I am 
sure I will be able to take these courses for credit. 

http://www.brown.edu/academics/college/advising/curricular-resource-center/sites/brown.edu.academics.college.advising.curricular-resource-center/files/uploads/Independent%20Concentration_info%20sheet.pdf
http://brown.edu/academics/college/advising/curricular-resource-center/sites/brown.edu.academics.college.advising.curricular-resource-center/files/uploads/IC%20Honors%20and%20Capstone%20Overview.docx
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consist of a case study, probably of a historical text, primary source, or example of material culture that will 
then be analyzed with the theoretical approaches previously introduced. 
 
In this thesis, I intend to emulate other scholarship in the field of Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. 
Foremost among these works is Orientalism by Edward Said, the foundational text in postcolonial theory. Said 
successfully integrates theoretical approaches from the tradition of critical theory with a detailed study of art 
and literature from British and French colonialism. I also wish to draw on more modern work, particularly that 
which extends critical theory into the (traditionally more positivistic) social sciences. In my opinion, the most 
successful such work in recent years is Julian Go’s Postcolonial Thought and Social Theory. Particularly relevant 
to my interest in Hellenism is the work of Michael Herzfeld, an anthropologist, on “crypto-colonialism” in 
Greece and Thailand. This work also informs the most successful treatment of these topics in archaeology, The 
Nation and its Ruins by Yannis Hamilakis. In sum, then, my thesis will focus all the topics of this concentration 
into a treatment of postcolonialism, nationalism, and global justice in modern Hellenism, especially through 
the integration of social sciences such as anthropology and archaeology. 
 
9. Annotated Bibliography – Provide an annotated list of scholarly works that are relevant to the 

concentration and support the contents of your proposal At least 10 works, 1-2 sentences each 

• Works should be either central to the concentration or necessary to fully understand its existence. Describe 
how each relates to the concentration. Do not simply provide a generic summary. 

 
Benjamin, Walter. Illuminations. Edited by Hannah Arendt. New York: Harcourt and Brace, 1968. 

Benjamin’s cultural, social, and philosophical essays are seminal works in the development of critical 
theory. Although not widely recognized during his own life, since his death in 1940 Benjamin’s writings 
have inspired many scholars. 

 
Horkheimer, Max and Theodor Adorno. Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. Translated by 
Edmund Jephcott. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002. Originally published as Dialektik der Aufklärung: 
Philosophische Fragmente (Amsterdam: Querido, 1947). 

This text epitomizes the Frankfurt School’s interrogation of the Enlightenment and its failures.  
Horkheimer and Adorno’s critique arises primarily from their direct experience of the horrors of the 
Second World War. 

 
Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1951. 

Arendt compellingly integrates history and critical theory in this book. For me, this text is most notable 
for its influential elucidation of rights and the immanent critique of the Enlightenment. 

 
Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Translated by Constance Farrington. New York: Grove, 1963. 
Originally published as Les damnés de la terre (Paris: Éditions François Maspero, 1961). 

Fanon, born in Trinidad, discusses the contemporary Algerian War and makes his own contribution to 
critical theory through his examination of nationalism, violence, and the psychology of colonialism. 

 
Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. Translated by Alan Sheridan. New York: Pantheon Books, 
1977. Originally published as L'archéologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969). 

This is Foucault’s only explicitly historiographical and methodological work, in which he elaborates on 
his poststructuralist theory, including his influential concepts of discourse and episteme. 
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Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978. 

Said draws on the tradition of critical theory (and especially Foucault’s poststructuralism) to critique 
the discourse generated by the West about the Orient. He argues that these artistic, literary, and 
academic representations are inextricable from the power of colonialism and imperialism. This book is 
a foundational text in postcolonial studies and has motivated much of this independent concentration. 

 
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London: 
Verso, 1983. 

Possibly the single most influential study of nationalism, Anderson’s work traces the history of an 
ideology. He argues that the printing press, mass literacy, and the decline of monarchy enabled the 
creation of imagined communities (that is, nations). 

 
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, edited 
by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, 271–313. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988. 

Spivak’s essay is the most influential short piece in all of postcolonial theory and possibly within the 
entire tradition of critical thought. She argues forcefully against the Foucauldian-Saidian paradigm of 
historicist analysis in favor of a Derridean conception of deconstruction in pursuit of the subaltern as 
subject. 

 
Chatterjee, Partha. The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993. 

Chatterjee’s collection of essays makes insightful contributions by studying the intersection of 
postcolonialism and nationalism, prompted by case studies from India. 

 
Chakrabarty, Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000. 

Chakrabarty writes persuasively about the need to historicize the “mythical figure of Europe,” 
particularly in order to write histories that avoid the pitfalls of both western modernity and its 
reproductions in the form of Third World nationalisms. 

 
Honig, Bonnie. Democracy and the Foreigner. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003. 

Honig illuminates primary sources that deal with the “foreigner” in politics. She addresses the role of 
cosmopolitanism in political theory and suggests novel directions for critical theory in a newly global 
age. 

 
Go, Julian. Postcolonial Thought and Social Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016. 

Go attempts to reconcile postcolonial theory with the discipline of sociology by introducing novel 
theoretical techniques that can be applied to original research. Seeing Go talk at Brown was an 
incredible experience that demonstrated to me what the future of Critical Thought and Global Social 
Inquiry can look like. 

 
10. Faculty Sponsor Letter – Attach a letter of support from the Faculty Sponsor 

• The Faculty Sponsor Info Sheet, including the instructions for this letter, can be found on the CRC’s website. 

http://brown.edu/academics/college/advising/curricular-resource-center/sites/brown.edu.academics.college.advising.curricular-resource-center/files/uploads/IC%20Honors%20and%20Capstone%20Overview.docx
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RE:  Aliosha Bielenberg 
 Independent Concentration Proposal 
  
 
 
Dear Members of the CCC subcommittee on Independent Concentrations, 
 
I write in support of Aliosha Bielenberg’s proposal to undertake an independent concentration, currently 
entitled, Critical Thought and Global Social Inquiry. I believe Aliosha has the motivation, intellectual 
self-discipline, and vision to complete a rigorous course of study that is justified in marking out its 
independence from existing concentration rubrics. 
 
I have known Aliosha since January 2017, when he enrolled in my class, Foreigners, Refugees, and the 
Ethics of Minority. Aliosha demonstrated an aptitude for the particularly interdisciplinary focus of this 
class, in which we encountered social, cultural, and intellectual history, debates in the politics of 
knowledge production, and philosophical and theoretical arguments surrounding minority, alterity, and 
difference. Given my own interdisciplinary commitments and research, I was enthusiastic to read 
Aliosha’s proposal and strongly support it. 
 
After reviewing Aliosha’s plan of study, I believe he has envisioned an education that balances empirical 
methodologies concerned with social and cultural phenomena alongside a rigorous training in critical 
theory, which will deepen his ability to analyze and interpret. This balance is often hard to strike. Given 
his plan of study is not limited to modern cultural or media studies, or to traditional historical or 
sociological methods, but is expansive in its engagement with post-colonial theory, philosophy, policy, 
and social theory, I believe his intended concentration merits its independence.  
 
As Aliosha has indicated that RELS 1000, Methods in Religious Studies, will serve as a core course in 
methodology, I would like to comment on why I believe this course makes sense in the curricular design 
of this concentration. Given Aliosha’s stated interest in critical theory and addressing questions at the 
intersectionality of race, gender, class, minority and majority cultures, and power in the post-colony, the 
nation-state, and in an international context, his course of study is directed at the analysis of social and 
cultural modes of thinking and acting that are often saturated with ritualized ways of being in the world 
and that often collapse the distinctions between political, economic, and religious rationales. In other 
words, Aliosha’s attention to critical theory in a global social context demands attention to the elements 
of lived human experience that are not reducible to thought, text, or ideology alone and in order to track 
the relationship between indigeneity and settler-colonial regimes of knowledge, between colony and 
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metropole and their normative imaginations, he will need exposure to critical modes of thought familiar 
to scholars of religion and their interdisciplinary orientation. Furthermore, as I teach RELS 1000, I can 
attest to the suitability of this syllabus. We begin by drawing attention to the colonial roots of 
comparative theology and religious studies, then set about problematizing the field in relation to 
anthropology, structuralism, and philology as methodologies ensconced in Orientalist assumptions. In 
other words, the course suggests that the very category of religion should be considered problematic and 
models how an interdisciplinary discourse can engage in self-critique. In short, by outlining why the 
foundational categories of religious studies must always be critically analyzed rather than deployed in 
service of cultivating a disciplinary identity, the course outlines how this auto-critique of its disciplinary 
foundations helps to reframe studies of ritual, practice, identity formation, community, nation, and habit 
formation. The second half of our class thus provides students with the theoretical vocabulary to 
recognize the intersections of race, nation, gender, class, and identity, ritual, power, meaning, and 
practice as elements that must be included in the study of what we call “religion.” With an attention to 
non-monotheistic traditions, emphasis upon traditional knowledge production, discipline and practice, 
close reading of difficult theoretical texts as well as social theoretical and ethnographic methods, this class 
will provide Aliosha with a methodological toolkit necessary for his overall course of study. Furthermore, 
with both exegetical writing assignments and a final research paper, the course will emphasize analytic 
reading, writing, and research skills. 
 
I would be more than happy to serve as his advisor for this concentration. As a first-year advisor, as well as 
having served as Director of Undergraduate Studies in Religious Studies, I have advised a number of 
concentrators at Brown and understand both the responsibilities of this relationship, as well as the 
academic milestones to encourage Aliosha to consider and plan for. I also believe that due to the 
proximity of Aliosha’s intended concentration and the methods that I employ in my own work, which 
crosses the disciplinary boundaries of intellectual history, philosophy, anthropology, and cultural theory, I 
can help guide Aliosha through his course selection and ensure the balance between empirical and 
theoretical approaches is maintained throughout his course of study at Brown. Indeed, as currently 
envisioned, what makes Aliosha’s plan so interesting and exciting is its commitment to engaging with 
both the world of social science and the humanities with such rigour. In sum, Aliosha is intent on 
deepening his conceptual engagement with social and political phenomena in order to strengthen his 
grasp of the concrete realities that must be studied historically, anthropologically, and empirically.  
 
I am very confident he will succeed in pursuing this path through a curriculum that will contribute an 
extremely rich base to his future academic or professional career and I strongly support his proposal. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me with any questions. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

 
 

 

BROWN

Dr. Sabine Sander
179 George Street, Apt. 305a
Hamilton, Ontario
CANADA
L8P 1E6

Letter of Invitation

Dear Professor Sander,

I would like to extend to you a very enthusiastic invitation to present a lecture to our faculty
and graduate students in the departments of Judaic Studies and Religious Studies concerning
your research on the contribution of German-Jewish thought to the discourse of the social
sciences and philosophical literature of the late 19'l' and early 20'r'centuries. Given the scope
of your work I am certain that the departments of philosophy and history will also be
interested in co-sponsoring and advertising your talk widely among faculty and graduate
students and that our graduate students in our track of Religion and Critical Thought will be
particularly excited to hear from you. I am hoping that you might be able to give the talk as

part of either one of our RCT or Judaic Studies Faculty Seminar Series in the Fall Semester,
7076. Please let me know if you would accept such an invitation and, if so, of your
availability.

I sincerely hope we will have the opportunity to host you at Brown in the coming year.

Program in Judaic Studies

'!Øith best wishes,

Paul E. Nahme
Dorot Assistant Professor of Judaic Studies,
Assistant Professor of Religious Studies

Brown University Box t8z6 I 163 George Street Providence, RI ozgrz
rEL: 4o1 863-39t2 F^x: 4or 863-3938 Judaic@Brown.edu
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Paul E. Nahme, 
Dorot Assistant Professor of Judaic Studies, 
Assistant Professor of Religious Studies 
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