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New UC chancellor Nicholas Dirks 
brings patient ear to job
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Chancellor Nicholas Dirks talks with Joan Poulter after his speech 

during the Benjamin Ide Wheeler Society Tea.

At an elegant tea at UC Berkeley recently, Cal's new chancellor, Nicholas Dirks, fielded questions from donors asking about the arts, online education and the rising cost of college.

Then Dirks drew a more intriguing question. A donor asked how his expertise in Asian history would shape his role as leader of the world's greatest public university.

Dirks smiled and gazed at his audience over wire-rimmed Ben Franklin glasses. With his wooly mustache and thick, gray hair swept back as if he were facing a strong wind, the chancellor looked familiarly professorial as he considered the question.

The Cal job requires the chancellor to straddle opposing worlds: undergraduates steeped in activist politics versus researchers who help drive the economy with innovations in nearly every field. Cultivating donors, while cutting budgets. Membership in the UC system of 10 campuses that demands diplomacy, yet a willingness to charge forward with what's best for Cal.

Former Chancellor Robert Birgeneau, a physicist who stepped down on May 31 after eight years, won praise for lowering Cal's cost for middle-class students and for championing access for illegal immigrants. But his clumsy handling of protests drew a faculty rebuke after campus police struck and injured demonstrators in 2011.

Dirks, 62, was executive vice president of arts and sciences at Columbia University until taking over at Cal on June 1. He is also the author of three scholarly works on India.

Learned to listen

"One thing I've learned in meeting a lot of different people is to learn to listen," he said in answer to the question. "I've learned to keep people who have very different views talking to each other. Sometimes the best way to speak is to listen."

During student protests over Columbia's Eurocentric curriculum and other issues in 2006, Dirks spent three hours a night over 16 days listening to protesters' concerns.

"That was a lot of pizza," he joked Friday during a wide-ranging interview at his office in California Hall.

Patience and a willingness to listen were skills the search committee wanted in a new chancellor, and Dirks was questioned extensively about protest management.

Cal hasn't seen angry protests since fall 2011, when soaring tuition got students' juices running. Now, with UC prices stable, Dirks hopes to focus on getting more students out into the world, tapping foundations to support research and "enhancing the undergraduate experience."

"That's not to say there's anything wrong with the undergraduate experience — but it is to say that I believe we can do better," Dirks said.

He said the idea is for students to move beyond the lecture hall to connect with their professors in smaller, semi-social settings.

Dirks plans to host students at a monthly "fireside chat" at his campus home, the University House.

He also wants to diversify the source of research funds — now mainly from government and industry — to include more foundations. He says this would let undergraduates do more research and reduce competition for dollars.

Send more to study abroad

Dirks also wants to send more students to study and do research abroad, as he has done. He is writing a book about his research experiences in India.

Since landing the Cal job in November, Dirks has traveled the world, laying the groundwork for such initiatives with alumni in India, China, Singapore, Israel, France and England.

On other issues that have Cal watchers on alert — online education and the courting of nonresident students —Dirks said he expects to stay the course.

More than any other campus, Berkeley has opened its doors to higher-paying students from out of state. About 18 percent of students are nonresidents, and Cal is shooting for 20 percent, double the systemwide goal.

Birgeneau had downplayed nonresidents' roles as mere ATMs, saying they add diversity to UC. Dirks said the same on Friday. Nor does Dirks plan to greatly expand online education, saying he prefers a hybrid approach.

On Friday, Dirks received a call from Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano after UC chose her to be its new president.

"She said I was no longer the new person on the block, which I had to concede," Dirks said. He said he looks forward to getting to know her.

Others say the same of Dirks.

"I think everyone has a good feeling about him," said Christina Maslach, chair of Cal's Academic Senate.
Accessible to students

Bob Powell, chair of UC's Academic Senate, said Dirks can "articulate the importance of scholarship in the humanities and social sciences. Right now, there's a real need to be able to do that."

Student Nolan Pack met Dirks at a reception and was surprised at how easy it was to talk with him.

"He talked about maintaining a friendly campus climate, and made it clear he was available to us," Pack said. "Traditionally, the chancellor has not been accessible to students."
Dirks and his wife, historian Janaki Bakhle, live on campus with son Ishan, 14. Their daughter, Sandhya, 35, is a San Diego radio reporter.

Dirks told the donors at their tea on Thursday that he loves being at a public university.

"We have a sense that we need to change the world," he said.

Dirks will be inaugurated as Cal's 10th chancellor on Nov. 8.
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