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ChapterTo the untrained eye the world is interdisciplinary—or,
more accurately, nondisciplinary. In Western society our at-
tempts to understand it, however, are often discipline-based.
In Cartesian fashion we use our analytic skills to divide the
world into smaller and smaller units, hoping that in under-
standing the parts we will eventually understand the whole.
Our colleges and universities, and to a lesser extent our el-
ementary and secondary schools, teach us by word and deed
that knowledge is divided into academic disciplines. The
more schooling we have, the more entrenched our sense of
disciplinarity can become; we are introduced to disciplines
in elementary school and learn to live by them in high
school and college.

Disciplines provide the rationale for the departmental
structure of U.S. colleges and universities and strongly in-
fluence faculty appointments; hiring, promotion, and ten-
ure practices; teaching assignments; student recruitment
and enrollment; and even accounting practices. Those
structural and operational realities link the fortunes of in-
terdisciplinary research and teaching to the disciplines.
Moreover, despite increases in interdisciplinary activity in
postsecondary education, disciplinary frameworks still orga-
nize most faculty members’ understandings and interpreta-
tions of information and experience. The extent to which
this assumption will hold true in the future, of course, is

Considering
Interdisciplinarity
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open to debate as more and more faculty question the foundations of the disci-
plines and seek alternative ways of knowing.

Until the last quarter of the twentieth century, scholars could take for
granted the role of academic disciplines in college and university life. Most
did not think much about how disciplines influenced the daily work life of
college and university faculty and shaped their views of how knowledge is cre-
ated and advanced. Academic departments that followed disciplinary lines pro-
vided a seemingly logical arrangement of scholarly activity. Disciplinary asso-
ciations served to connect scholars to one another and to advance their given
disciplines. Over time, however, it became clear that departments and disci-
plines had some drawbacks. The exponential growth of knowledge in the twen-
tieth century revealed how disciplinary cultures and perspectives could dis-
courage inquiries and explanations that spanned disciplinary boundaries.
Disciplines, it now seems clear, are powerful but constraining ways of know-
ing. As conceptual frames, they delimit the range of research questions that
are asked, the kinds of methods that are used to investigate phenomena, and
the types of answers that are considered legitimate (see, for example, Becher
1989, and Kuhn 1970, 1977). Research generally supports this conceptualiza-
tion, demonstrating close ties among the attitudes, cognitive styles, and behav-
iors of groups of faculty within disciplines and the character of the knowledge
domains in which they work (see Becher 1989; Biglan 1973a, 1973b; Donald
1983, 1990; Jacobson 1981; Lodahl and Gordon 1972; Price 1970; and Shinn,
1982).

As disciplines grow, they also become more complex. Today most disci-
plines are comprised of smaller communities of scholars who coalesce around
shared interests and/or methods of inquiry. In some cases these specializations
substantially resemble their parent fields, but as the number and variety of
specializations grow, academic specialties can estrange faculty from their col-
leagues (Becher 1987a). Our nostalgic view of the disciplines is that they are
tightly knit communities in which everyone knows what everyone else is do-
ing. Like local parents keeping the neighborhood kids in line, members of the
community observe and cement disciplinary norms through conversations
across the backyard fence. As the disciplines have grown larger and more di-
verse, the neighborhood community, however, has been replaced by more dis-
tal connections. Scholars in a specialization may have a disciplinary home,
but they often travel elsewhere to work. Where once everyone knew all the
folks on the block, perhaps even in the town, they now wave from their drive-
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ways but rarely invite the neighbors in. The growth of specializations parallels
the decline of the front porch from which everyone could survey their terri-
tory. Now the more private world of the backyard deck excludes all but a select
few.

It is no longer safe to assume that faculty within particular disciplines share
areas of interest, methods, or even epistemological perspectives. The field of
economics is unusual among disciplines because it enjoys considerable con-
sensus on subject matter and methods. However, in the disciplines of anthro-
pology, art, literature, and sociology, to name a few, there is extraordinary varia-
tion in content, methods, and epistemologies. Furthermore the gaps between
those who adhere to traditional approaches to knowledge and those who argue
that these approaches are misguided and misleading is widening. The qualita-
tive-quantitative cross currents in the social sciences and the increased use of
poststructuralist theories in the humanities and social sciences are two obvious
examples of how differences in perspectives can disrupt disciplinary relations.

It is difficult to separate the willingness to question conventional disci-
plinary perspectives from the growth of knowledge in the past century; each
drives and is driven, at least in part, by the other. Both developments, however,
have moved interdisciplinarity from the academic periphery to a more central
scholarly location. The border crossing of early interdisciplinarians was largely
instrumental, that is, it was motivated by the need to solve a given problem
using borrowed theories, concepts, or methods. Early interdisciplinarians were
also fewer in number and generally acted as trespassers, not warring parties;
they crossed disciplinary boundaries, but they rarely tried to demolish them.
Many of today’s interdisciplinary scholars are more revolutionary in their ideas
and ideals and are eager to interrupt disciplinary discourse and to challenge
traditional notions of knowledge and scholarship. In the sciences and related
professional fields, such as engineering and medicine, interdisciplinarity is still
largely instrumental. There is also a good deal of instrumental interdiscipli-
nary work in the social sciences and humanities and in professional fields such
as education, business, and social work. However, an increasing number of
faculty in the humanities and social sciences pursue interdisciplinary work with
the intent of deconstructing disciplinary knowledge and boundaries.

In the past when interdisciplinarity was criticized for not being “disci-
plined,” the charge was a presumed lack of rigorous thinking and methodol-
ogy. Scholars attempting interdisciplinary work were suspected dilettantes who
knew too little and claimed too much. This is still the most common, and
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probably the least demonstrated, criticism of interdisciplinary scholarship.
More recently, as interdisciplinarity has become more prevalent in a host of
emergent areas, such as cultural studies and women’s and ethnic studies, it
suffers not only from a reputation for superficiality, but from the unfamiliar
and unsettling effects of its ideas. Poststructural and postmodern ideas are of-
ten unacceptable to those who support “modern” forms of academic work in
the disciplines; traditional disciplinary scholars resist these forms of interdisci-
plinarity because they find the premises that guide them untenable.

This book began as an attempt to understand interdisciplinary scholarship
in all its variety.* It grew from my interests in disciplinary influences on fac-
ulty work and the desire to understand how individuals negotiate them. I also
wanted to understand how and why faculty pursued interdisciplinary projects,
how their institutional, departmental, and disciplinary locations affected them
and their work, and what kinds of rewards they reaped from interdisciplinary
work.† I wanted to compare interdisciplinary scholarship and motivations
across disciplines and in so doing to learn how they might be similar and differ-
ent. In the course of studying thirty-eight faculty doing interdisciplinary work
across sixteen fields of study and four institutions, it became clear to me that as
interdisciplinarity has evolved, it has outgrown its own definitions. The tradi-
tional conceptualization of interdisciplinarity as the integration of disciplinary
perspectives conceals the disciplinary critique that drives much interdiscipli-
nary scholarship today. This book therefore is as much about the need to re-
vise our definitions of interdisciplinarity as it is about the processes, contexts,
and outcomes of interdisciplinary scholarship. It is an attempt to construct a
deeper and broader understanding of interdisciplinary work and of the many
scholarships that are collected under that rubric.

Interdisciplinary Moves

Some scholars claim interdisciplinarity can be traced to the ancient
Greeks, while others dispute these claims. Newell (1998) wondered whether it
is meaningful to talk about interdisciplinarity prior to the advent of the disci-
plines themselves and argued convincingly that “the interdisciplinary motiva-

*I use the terms interdisciplinarity and interdisciplinary work interchangeably. I use the term
interdisciplinary scholarship to refer specifically to teaching and research activities.
†See the appendix for a description of the study design and methodology.
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tion to seek a more comprehensive perspective would have little urgency prior
to the development of the distinctive worldviews of reductionist disciplines”
(p. 533). He suggests that we distinguish between interdisciplinarity and
predisciplinarity.

Before the modern disciplines assumed primacy in colleges and universi-
ties in the late 1800s, knowledge was categorical: the medieval university di-
vided the seven liberal arts into the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, as-
tronomy, and music) and the trivium (logic, grammar, and rhetoric). These
studies provided the medieval university student with the basis for the study of
Aristotle’s three philosophies: natural philosophy (what we know as physics),
moral philosophy (ethics), and mental philosophy (metaphysics). Changes in
the curriculum were slow to materialize. During the first hundred years of
higher education in the United States, the college curriculum greatly re-
sembled the classical curriculum of the English college, with its emphasis on
rhetoric, ancient languages, and moral philosophy. In the early 1800s critics of
this classical curriculum, including many students, pressed educators to in-
clude more mathematics and philosophy, as well as the study of literature,
history, the natural sciences, and practical fields such as engineering in the
college course of study. As student demand grew, advances from science and
industry were reflected in the curriculum. Similarly interest in literature, once
relegated to the extracurriculum, fueled the growth of the humanities.

As the first academic departments were created at Harvard and the Uni-
versity of Virginia in the 1820s, early reformers such as George Ticknor advo-
cated further expanding the course of study in U.S. colleges and universities
by adding elective courses to the curriculum. Expansion, however, was not
easily accomplished, and traditions in the classical college held fast. In 1825,
when a small group of instructors at Yale suggested that Greek and Latin
should be eliminated from the required curriculum so that other subjects
could be added, the Connecticut legislature supported them by issuing a re-
port claiming that Yale’s curriculum was impractical and regressive. The re-
sponse from the Yale Corporation, led by President Jeremiah Day, successfully
defended the classical course of study and deflected extensive reform until
mid-century. Institutions that wished to provide instruction in areas of study
that could not be incorporated into the standard curriculum established paral-
lel courses of study and separate schools.* Student demand for education in
the emerging “scientific” disciplines, the impact of Jacksonian democracy, and
concerns about the U.S. economy eventually convinced educators and legisla-
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tors that the country needed instruction in more practical subjects. The Morrill
Act of 1862 promoted the development of a utilitarian mission that empha-
sized postsecondary education that would enable citizens to participate in the
economic and commercial life of the country. Colleges and universities could
now serve the needs of their regional populations, providing access to special-
ized training in professions such as nursing, education, and engineering.

The history of U.S. higher education since the nineteenth century has
been one of increasing disciplinary specialization and organization. Interdisci-
plinarity as we know it today was not on the minds of higher education admin-
istrators, faculty, and students who were engaged in the heady process of build-
ing disciplines and forging new professional fields. In time concerns about the
proliferation of academic specialties prompted some educators to think about
the problems associated with the disciplinary structure of colleges and univer-
sities and about developing coherent and integrated courses of study for stu-
dents. The seeds of interdisciplinarity then began a long and slow process of
germination.

By the end of the nineteenth century, the social, political, and economic
upheaval of the Civil War years and the increasing belief in the practical ben-
efits of science had helped transform a number of classical colleges into re-
search universities. Aspiring to be a comprehensive source of knowledge, the
emerging research university sought to provide instruction in a range of sub-
jects and left selection issues to individual students and faculty. Although aca-
demic departments were established in the 1820s, it was not until the turn of
the twentieth century that faculty and administrators began to worry in earnest
about the fragmentation that might accompany disciplinary divisions. Eventu-
ally, great increases in the number of courses and new concentrations raised
concerns about haphazard course selection and overspecialization by students.
University reformers of this era argued that the university had failed in its mis-
sion to shape college graduates into models of humanity and intelligence.
Curricular reform was needed to restore unity and moral character in under-
graduates. Despite such pressures to return to their religious character and

*Faculty at Harvard and Yale established the first scientific schools in the mid nineteenth cen-
tury. Harvard awarded its first bachelor of science degrees in 1851, protecting the bachelor of arts
from contamination by students graduating from a school with lower admissions standards and
presumably less academic integrity. See Rudolph (1977) for a discussion.
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mission, most universities skirted the issue of moral development in favor of
simply adding more structure to the undergraduate curriculum (Reuben 1996).
Calls for intellectual unity were met by restricting the number of electives a
student could take. Knowledge, many conceded, had become too far-reaching
for the individual to master. Although the distribution and concentration re-
quirements appeased reformers by encouraging more directed study among
students, these structures did not reinstitute a unified view of knowledge.

Rudolph (1977) contends that for U.S. higher education in the decades
between the Civil War and World War I, “the elective system was something
of a safety valve. No comparable device could have contained the energies
that were seeking expression in the undergraduate curriculum” (p. 191). The
elective system allowed universities to respond to the advances in occupational
training and in technology, to the professionalization of the disciplines, of
scholarship, and of scientific research, and even to a population of older and
more serious students who now entered college after attending high schools
with standardized curricula.

By the 1900s rumblings of discontent with the disarray of the undergradu-
ate curriculum were heard in colleges and universities and colleges and uni-
versities moved again toward general education requirements.* Although col-
leges and universities tried for some time to add structure to the elective system,
it was the general education movement that shaped higher education in the
first three decades of the twentieth century. Efforts to define a common cur-
riculum hastened during and after World War I as many felt the need to pre-
serve and strengthen a sense of cultural and national identity and responsible
citizenship. After the war comprehensive survey courses emphasized the con-
tent and values of Western civilization. The need for instructors who could
effectively synthesize knowledge and make it accessible to undergraduates con-
trasted with the kind of scholarship promoted by specialization and scientific
methods. Despite concerns about disciplinary fragmentation and despite the
focus on the dangers of academic specialization, few innovators considered
interdisciplinary curricula, a term virtually no one used. The Experimental
College at the University of Wisconsin, which lasted only from 1928 to 1932, is

*Rudolph (1977) reports the results of a 1901 survey of ninety colleges: thirty-four allowed stu-
dents to elect at least 70 percent of their courses; twelve allowed 50 to 70 percent election; and
fifty-one allowed less than 50 percent of courses to be elected by students.
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perhaps the most famous exception. The concept of “interdisciplinarity” is
more likely attributable to research rather than teaching activities.*

In the 1920s the Social Science Research Council was established to pro-
mote integration across the social science disciplines. In the post war period of
the 1930s and 1940s, issues of war, social welfare, crime, labor, housing, and
population shifts appeared to require attention from several disciplines.† Klein
(1990) notes that a “spirit of reform encouraged integrative thinking in both
governmental and private agencies, and, though the concept of an applied
social science initially emerged from outside the university, academic social
scientists began to see its importance and inherent interdisciplinary nature”
(p. 24). The development of area studies in the 1930s signaled an attempt to
focus multiple disciplinary perspectives on a single geographic area, such as
the Pacific or Asia. With extensive financial support from the Ford Foundation
and funding provided through the National Defense Education Act, area stud-
ies programs proliferated in U.S. universities from the 1950s to the 1970s (Pye
1975).

World War II encouraged interdisciplinary research applications in ser-
vice of military and political ends. The development of radar systems, for ex-
ample, required the cooperation of teams of scientists from different disci-
plines. Some of these cooperative projects led to the development of new fields
of study, such as solid-state physics, operations research, and radio astronomy.
The problem-based research missions of the World War II era continued in
the 1960 and 1970s. The need to address problems in the areas of defense,
aerospace, and industry contributed to the expansion of federal funding and
the creation of the National Science Foundation (NSF) and National Insti-
tutes of Health (NIH) to support both basic and applied science. By the 1970s
most of the impetus for interdisciplinary projects had shifted, and interdiscipli-
nary engineering centers took up concerns for product safety, environmental

*According to Klein (1996) the first citations of “interdisciplinarity” can be found in Webster’s
Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary and A Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary. These
reference a 1937 issue of the Journal of Educational Sociology and an announcement for
postdoctoral fellowships at the Social Science Research Council. Frank (1988) claimed that the
term as used by the SSRC connoted research involving two or more of the professional societies
of the council.
†In Interdisciplinarity: History, Theory, and Practice, Julie Thompson Klein offers a detailed his-
tory of federally funded interdisciplinary projects and an extensive and useful history of interdis-
ciplinary activities in the university. These provide the basis for much of this discussion.
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quality, technology assessment, and information systems. In Europe interdisci-
plinary projects were sponsored by the United Nations Educational, Social,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), by the Society for Research into
Higher Education, and by the Centre for Educational Research and Innova-
tion, which organized the first international investigation of the concept of
interdisciplinarity. The 1980s witnessed the further development of interdisci-
plinary science and technology centers. In the United States the Carnegie
Foundation, the National Endowment for the Humanities, and the Fund for
the Improvement of Postsecondary Education joined the NSF in supporting
interdisciplinarity.

Interdisciplinary curricula also gained prominence during the social trans-
formations of the 1960s. In 1965 the Wisconsin legislature chartered the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin—Green Bay to devise a future-oriented innovative cur-
riculum. Influenced by the ecology movements of the time, Green Bay offered
an interdisciplinary curriculum focused on the relationships between humans
and their environment. The university organized its colleges around environ-
mental themes rather than academic disciplines and divided its curriculum
into nine problem-centered concentrations. Students elected one of these in-
terdisciplinary majors and could develop disciplinary expertise through a mi-
nor concentration. Over time, however, Green Bay added disciplinary majors
and interdisciplinary minors to its original structure. In 1967 Evergreen State
College in Olympia, Washington, opened as a nontraditional liberal arts col-
lege. Its coordinated studies program allowed its students to participate in full-
time interdisciplinary study. Outside the United States, the University of Sus-
sex (Britain), Griffith University (Australia), University Center Roskilde
(Denmark), the University of Tromso (Norway), and the University of Tsukuba
(Japan), institutions similarly concerned with avoiding the dichotomy of gen-
eral and specialized work, opened between 1961 and 1972.

Interdisciplinary problem-based research and curricular projects contin-
ued through the 1980s and 1990s, but during these decades a new kind of inter-
disciplinarity appeared. In 1972, when the Centre for Educational Research
and Innovation published Interdisciplinarity: Problems of Teaching and Re-
search in Universities, general systems theory and structuralist thinking pro-
vided the theoretical foundation for the contributors’ claims. In the social sci-
ences and humanities of the 1960s and 1970s, structuralism and semiotics
defied disciplinary boundaries in their search for underlying systems or forms
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that would unify theory in disparate areas. In the 1970s and 1980s, poststructur-
alist approaches that rejected the search for unity, systems, and underlying
forms as illusory and futile became influential. Feminist theory trained atten-
tion on how difference, reflected in the form of gender, ethnicity, class, and
power, influences the social world. Postmodernists, reacting to what they in-
terpreted as a failed Enlightenment project, taught, wrote, and researched in
ways that repudiated scholarly attempts at objectivity, neutrality, universality,
and generalizability. Interdisciplinarity was, and is, evolving, and definitions
of the adjective interdisciplinary reveal its various guises.

Defining Interdisciplinarity

Attempts to define interdisciplinary work began in the 1930s but reached a
peak during the 1970s and 1980s. During this fifty-year period theorists special-
izing in or influenced by the philosophy and sociology of science offered nu-
merous definitions of interdisciplinarity, most modeled after scientific inquiry
in the natural and physical sciences (see the edited volumes Interdisciplinarity
and Higher Education and Interdisciplinarity: Problems of Teaching and Re-
search in Universities for examples). These definitions focused on disciplinary
integration achieved (for example, Heckhausen 1972; Cotterell 1979; Hausman
1979; Kockelmans 1979; Epton, Payne, and Pearson 1983; Hermeren 1985).

Proponents of integration argued that interdisciplinary projects achieved
a higher level of disciplinary integration than multidisciplinary projects that
merely concatenated disciplines or their components. Faculty involved in
multidisciplinary projects, they argued, behaved as disciplinarians with differ-
ing perspectives. Their disciplinary contributions might have been mutual and
cumulative, but they were not integrated, and communication among the dis-
ciplines was presumed to be minimal (for example, Hanisch and Vollman
1983). Since no real cooperation among the disciplinary practitioners was as-
sumed, multidisciplinary projects did not result in changes or enrichment of
the participating disciplines. Such disciplinary relations were thought to be
transitory and limited (Klein 1990).

In contrast interdisciplinary projects were defined as projects that empha-
sized integration over discrete disciplinary studies (Klein 1990). Consequently
more cross communication and cross coordination among the disciplines
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would occur in interdisciplinary than in multidisciplinary efforts. Rossini and
Porter (1984) likened interdisciplinary work to a seamless woven garment that
stands in contrast to the patchwork quilt of multidisciplinary work—in true
interdisciplinary projects, a concatenation of disciplinary perspectives is re-
placed by integration of those perspectives.

Other forms of multi- and interdisciplinary work have also been postu-
lated and examined, including pluridisciplinarity, crossdisciplinarity, and even
auxiliary, linear, and method interdisciplinarity. For some proponents of inter-
disciplinarity, transdisciplinary approaches—which strive for an overarching
synthesis that transcends disciplinary worldviews (Miller 1982)—are the ulti-
mate goal of disciplinary cooperation.* A more recent definition differentiates
between two forms of interdisciplinarity: instrumental interdisciplinarity and
conceptual interdisciplinarity. Salter and Hearn (1996) define instrumental in-
terdisciplinarity as a pragmatic approach that focuses on interdisciplinarity as a
problem-solving activity and does not seek synthesis or fusion of different per-
spectives. Conceptual interdisciplinarity emphasizes the synthesis of knowl-
edge, a “theoretical, primarily epistemological enterprise involving internal
coherence, the development of new conceptual categories, methodological
unification, and long-term research and exploration” (Salter and Hearn 1996,
p. 9).

Theoretical and philosophical treatments of interdisciplinarity often in-
cluded speculation about different forms of disciplinary cooperation (see, for
example, Kocklemans 1972, Piaget 1972, Jantsch 1972). These definitions occa-
sionally made their way into discussions of teaching and learning (e.g.,
Mayville 1978). The difficulty of moving from theory to practice is evident in
the empirical studies of the 1970s and 1980s. Limited by definitions that were
not based in real-world observations, operational definitions of interdisci-
plinarity focused on its separate characteristics and rarely produced a holistic
picture of interdisciplinary work. In addition, most were developed for use in
studies of the management of interdisciplinary research projects in industry
and higher education and therefore focused on team-based interdisciplinary
research projects in the sciences, social sciences, and applied fields such as

*See Kockelmans (1979) and Klein (1990) for further discussion of other forms of interdiscipli-
narity.
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engineering. These definitions are not therefore easily applied to research in
the humanities, to collaborative research that is not team based, or to projects
that involve interdisciplinary teaching rather than research.

An overview of typical operational definitions of interdisciplinary research
also reveals the limitations of an emphasis on disciplinary integration. Birn-
baum, for example, argued that interdisciplinary research “refers to research
teams in which the effort is integrated into a unified whole” (quoted in Epton,
Payne, and Pearson 1983, p. 3). Similarly Lindas suggested that interdiscipli-
nary research implies continuously integrated research “in which the specific
contributions of each researcher tend to be obscured by the joint product”
(quoted in Epton, Payne, and Pearson 1983, p. 4). Other definitions empha-
sized process over product. Russell (1983), for example, stressed the collabora-
tive nature of interdisciplinary research: “In general the term interdisciplinary
refers to a specific plan, approach or set of efforts which blends the compo-
nents of two or more administrative units within a university or among a set of
colleagues drawn from a variety of institutional settings” (p. 246). Porter and
Rossini (1985) tried to operationalize the degree to which a research project
was interdisciplinary through survey responses. Their final decision as to
whether a project was interdisciplinary was based on these five factors: the prin-
cipal investigator’s (PI’s) judgment of how interdisciplinary a project was, the
number of disciplines on the team, the range of skills represented, the percent-
age of the team from outside the PI’s disciplinary category, and the research-
ers’ own judgment of how interdisciplinary the project was. Since many of the
projects were still underway at the time of the research, the PIs and research-
ers could judge only some of these products.

In their anthology on interdisciplinary research management, Epton,
Payne, and Pearson (1983) formulated some formal propositions based on com-
mon themes in scholarly discussions of interdisciplinary research. In their esti-
mation form was the key to defining interdisciplinarity. Research tasks requir-
ing contributions from more than one discipline could be carried out using
either of two different organizational forms:

The “pure” multidisciplinary form in which the portions of the task are
carried out by organizationally separate units each of which includes prac-
titioners of only one discipline. The products of their activities are com-
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bined into a coherent whole by a task co-ordinator who bears ultimate
responsibility for so doing.

or

The “pure” interdisciplinary form in which the elements of the task are
carried out within a single organizational unit consisting of the practitio-
ners of the disciplines necessary for the completion of the task. The mem-
bers of the unit share the responsibility for integration of individual con-
tributions into a coherent whole. (Epton, Payne, and Pearson 1984, p. 70)

Roy (1979) proposed a similar breakdown between multidisciplinary and inter-
disciplinary research but added a further requirement: “interdisciplinary re-
search (or activity) requires day-to-day interaction between persons from dif-
ferent disciplines. It requires, therefore, some learning of the other discipline’s
basic language and the interchange in interactive mode of samples, ideas, and
results” (p. 170).

Birnbaum (1977) developed a set of indicators to determine the extent to
which a project meets the criteria for interdisciplinary research. These indica-
tors are (1) different bodies of knowledge are represented in the research group,
(2) group members use different problem-solving approaches, (3) members of
the group perform different roles in solving problems, (4) members of the
group work on a common problem, (5) the group is responsible for the final
product, (6) the group shares common facilities, (7) the nature of the problem
determines the selection of group members, and (8) members are influenced
by how others perform their tasks.

The focus on integration also created challenges for scholars exploring
interdisciplinary teaching. In Interdisciplinary Courses and Team Teaching:
New Arrangements for Learning, James Davis (1995) limited his discussion to
team-taught interdisciplinary courses. Although he recognized that professors
teaching alone could make interdisciplinary connections, he defined interdis-
ciplinary courses as those that “involve two or more professors collaborating in
significant ways” (p. 5). Davis adopted the emphasis on integration, noting
that the goal of a team-taught interdisciplinary course is to provide “integrative
disciplinary perspectives” (p. 8). While acknowledging differences of opinion
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about what constitutes genuine interdisciplinarity, he stressed the importance
of “at least some efforts at integration” (p. 5). His criteria for interdisciplinary
teaching centered on four collaborative tasks: planning, content integration,
teaching, and evaluation. Each of these criteria can fall on a point in a con-
tinuum from low collaboration to high collaboration. According to these crite-
ria, any team-taught course involving faculty from different disciplines is inter-
disciplinary since it will require some degree of collaboration, however
minimal, in planning, teaching, and evaluation. The kind of content integra-
tion required of interdisciplinary research is not necessary.

The focus on team research and team teaching portrays interdisciplinarity
as an interaction among individuals from different disciplines. Only one series
of linked studies focused on individuals engaged in interdisciplinary research
(see summary by Robertson 1983). Other scholars broached the question of
individual interdisciplinary work but did little more. Taylor (1986), for example,
briefly contested the idea that “the ideal polymath” existed; an individual, he
argued, cannot be truly interdisciplinary. Petrie (1986) considered the possibil-
ity of individual interdisciplinarity, but recalling the research on team interdis-
ciplinarity, merely suggested that the problems faced by the individual inter-
disciplinary researcher would parallel those faced by an interdisciplinary team.
In a later article he wrote, “almost all interdisciplinary problem solving occurs
in groups” (Petrie 1992, p. 314). Yet in programs such as women’s studies, black
studies, and environmental studies, which have existed for more than a gen-
eration, individual faculty members provide students with interdisciplinary
understandings of social and natural phenomena and produce scholarship that
purports to be interdisciplinary.

Newer scholarly approaches such as feminism, poststructuralism, and
postmodernism challenge conceptualizations of interdisciplinarity based on
collaboration by individuals from different disciplines. Some also challenge
definitions that require disciplinary integration, claiming, rather, that interdis-
ciplinarity is a critique of disciplinary knowledge.

Critiquing Disciplinarity

In Interdisciplinarity: History, Theory, and Practice, Klein (1990) noted that
“The bulk of the literature [on interdisciplinarity] consists of case studies and
anecdotal wisdom, but very little empirical analysis and even less epistemo-
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logical reflection” (p. 109). In part the lack of epistemological reflection Klein
identified resulted from a sample of writing and research that was heavily
weighted toward scientific forms of interdisciplinarity. By 1996 in Crossing
Boundaries: Knowledge, Disciplinarities, and Interdisciplinarities, Klein could
highlight epistemological reflection on interdisciplinarity by analyzing schol-
arship from women’s studies, ethnic studies, cultural studies, and literary stud-
ies. Although work in these areas is considered to be inherently interdiscipli-
nary, calls for interdisciplinarity are also frequently part of a larger project to
redefine knowledge, and reflection on epistemological assumptions is para-
mount. For some scholars working in these areas, the redefinition of knowl-
edge might logically conclude in integrated disciplinary perspectives. How-
ever, for many feminists, poststructuralists, and postmodernists, the redefinition
project is about dismantling disciplinary perspectives, not maintaining and in-
tegrating them.

There is no single definition of poststructuralism and even less agreement
on what constitutes postmodernism (for example, see Rosenau 1992; Hollinger
1994; Bloland 1995). The concepts have been invoked to describe develop-
ments in a number of disciplines and fields. Although variations are impor-
tant, the majority of poststructuralists, postmodernists, and feminists share
some assumptions.* Structuralism as a general orientation assumes that inte-
rior structures, forces, or processes are responsible for what we observe;
poststructuralism is a reaction against this premise. Most inquiry in the hu-
man sciences is compatible with structuralism. Gergen (1994) noted that Marx-
ism is structuralist because of its focus on material modes of production and
underlying capitalist theories of the economy, the individual, and value.
Chomsky’s attempts to locate a deep grammatical structure and Freud’s at-
tempt to use spoken words to explore the structure of unconscious desire are
also structuralist in nature. In literary theory poststructuralism disavows the
presumption that language provides truthful descriptions or explanations; in
linguistics it repudiates the supposition that interior dispositions rather than
the exterior world structure communication.

Positivist approaches to knowledge rely on the correspondence between
observations and what is represented in language because this correspondence

*Throughout this book the term poststructuralism indicates an overarching category that includes
postmodernism and feminism.
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renders knowledge objective and verifiable. In denying correspondence,
poststructuralists challenge the positivist paradigm. Postmodernists take the
critique of positivism a step further, contending that objectivity, value neutral-
ity, and rationality—doctrines that grew out of the Enlightenment—are deeply
flawed and responsible for a multitude of evils, including the erosion of com-
munity and moral values and the destruction and disenchantment of the natu-
ral world (Rosenau 1992; Gergen 1994; Hollinger 1994). Postmodernists also
defy the disciplinary bases of knowledge, rejecting the idea that knowledge has
an absolute foundation that is permanent, universal, and objective (for ex-
ample, Foucault 1980; Rorty 1991), as well as the premise of a disciplinary basis
for interdisciplinarity (Lyotard 1984). Opposed to any kind of foundationalism,
even in the service of interdisciplinarity, postmodernist critics propose concep-
tualizations of scholarship that stress the hermeneutic and poetic (Rorty 1979),
the local and the plural (Lyotard 1984), and the contextual (Fish 1989) aspects
of knowledge.

Like postmodernists feminists reject notions of neutrality, rationality, and
objectivity, as well as other disciplinary assumptions about knowledge and the
world (Sherif 1987; Nielsen 1990; Gumport 1991; Rosser 1997). In addition,
they argue for methods of inquiry that place women at the center rather than
the margins, and they espouse an interdisciplinary perspective that redresses
fragmented and dichotomous viewpoints by recognizing the interconnected-
ness of reality (Perreault 1984; Collins 1986). A defining characteristic of both
feminist and postmodernist critiques of knowledge is the epistemological war-
rant for interdisciplinarity. Because the disciplines themselves are viewed as
power structures, the epistemological and the political are inseparable. Disci-
plinary approaches to research and teaching result only in partial and thus
distorted knowledge that serves to keep those who have power in power and
those without power subordinate. Interdisciplinary approaches result in less
distorted forms of knowledge and thereby redistribute power to individuals who
would otherwise be powerless. As such, interdisciplinary approaches are the
only routes to genuine understanding and equality. In this view interdiscipli-
narity is therefore both a means to an end and an end in itself. In comparison
much of the literature on interdisciplinarity views interdisciplinarity as a use-
ful approach to answering social or technological questions and not as an end
in itself. Klein (1990) argues that this view of interdisciplinarity as means rather
than end was the prevalent view among those who studied interdisciplinarity.
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The poststructuralist view of interdisciplinarity as both means and end
can also be contrasted with structuralist and general systems theory approaches
to interdisciplinarity (see Miller 1982 and Vosskamp 1986 for discussions). Like
poststructuralists, feminists, and postmodernists, structuralists and general sys-
tems theorists view interdisciplinarity as both method and goal. However, sys-
tems theorists and structuralists search for structural parallels between disci-
plines and seek to create a unified science that integrates all the disciplines
(Miller 1982; Vosskamp 1986). In contrast poststructuralists, including femi-
nists and postmodernists, reject the very notion that there are universals to be
discovered and argue that a belief in universals disguises the inherent contra-
dictions, ambiguities, and oppositions that exist in the world (Bloland 1995;
Salter and Hearn 1996). Superficial agreements about interdisciplinarity as a
method and end obscure deep epistemological and ontological rifts between
these perspectives. Furthermore the view that all knowledge is political and
subjective separates feminists and postmodernists from those working within a
scientific paradigm in which knowledge is objective and value neutral. As a
result feminist and postmodernist critiques of disciplinarity have imbued inter-
disciplinarity with new meaning.

Although many of the definitions of interdisciplinarity are flawed, femi-
nist and postmodern theories of interdisciplinarity create another set of issues.
If the standard for interdisciplinarity is rejection of disciplinarity, great num-
bers of individuals working in a modern, or positivistic, mode—although do-
ing what has typically been considered interdisciplinary work—are excluded.
Most individuals working in the physical sciences would fall into this abyss.
The question is whether to impose a standard that is epistemologically unten-
able to great numbers of individuals. Should we propose a definition of inter-
disciplinarity that discriminates against faculty on the basis of epistemology or
is it possible to develop a definition that would allow disparate epistemologies
to coexist?

The definition offered by Centre for Educational Research and Innova-
tion (OECD 1972) seems to accommodate different, and even competing,
types of interdisciplinarity. CERI’s definition specifies a range of interdiscipli-
nary interactions:

Interdisciplinary—An adjective describing the interaction among two or
more different disciplines. This interaction may range from simple com-
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munication of ideas to the mutual integration of organising concepts,
methodology, procedures, epistemology, terminology, data, and organi-
sation of research and education in a fairly large field. An interdisciplinary
group consists of persons trained in different fields of knowledge (disci-
plines) with different concepts, methods, and data and terms organised
into a common effort on a common problem with continuous intercom-
munication among the participants from the different disciplines. (OECD
1972, pp. 25–26)

This definition focuses on interactions, a broader notion than team re-
search or collaboration. Although the definition clearly assumes a disciplinary
basis for interdisciplinarity, it does not exclude postmodern interdisciplinarity
in which the disciplines are not central to modes of inquiry since a critique of
disciplinary knowledge implies an interaction with the knowledge of the disci-
plines. This definition also recognizes a wide range of interdisciplinary work;
rather than establishing a fixed point at which interdisciplinary integration
occurs, the CERI definition suggests that interdisciplinarity exists on a con-
tinuum. On one end of this continuum is the informal communication of
ideas, such as might happen in a conversation between colleagues from differ-
ent disciplines; on the other end is formal collaboration, such as research or
teaching teams comprising one or more faculty from different disciplines. Re-
search supports both the conceptualization of a continuum of interaction as
well as the suggestion that conversation itself can promote conceptual change
(Roschelle 1992). We might conceivably map more recent critical interdisci-
plinary work on a continuum from modern, or discipline-based, interdiscipli-
narity to postmodern, or adisciplinary, interdisciplinarity.

Creating Interdisciplinarity

The wave of interest in interdisciplinarity that began in the 1970s has not
diminished significantly since then. Early observers of interdisciplinarity
struggled to understand the underlying foundations of interdisciplinarity. De-
scriptive literature appeared in a number of disciplines, and a small body of
empirical studies accumulated, driven by researchers’ interests in problem-
based research and research management. These early discussions and studies
of interdisciplinarity almost exclusively featured scholarly activity in the form
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of research in the natural and physical sciences and assumed that research in
the natural sciences exemplified academic inquiry. Interdisciplinarity, then,
would look basically the same regardless of the disciplines involved—and it
would be characterized by the integration of disciplinary perspectives. Klein
(1996) and Salter and Hearn (1996) were among the first to explore interdisci-
plinarity in disciplines and fields outside the natural and physical sciences in
depth and to demonstrate the considerable variety of interdisciplinary ap-
proaches to scholarship.* Although writing on interdisciplinarity has increased
dramatically and now covers a variety of academic areas, there is still a striking
absence of empirical work that examines interdisciplinarity across academic
contexts.

In Outside the Lines, a volume of essays describing interdisciplinary re-
search in the social sciences, Salter and Hearn (1996) noted that there is little
conceptual clarity in current scholarly debates about interdisciplinarity be-
cause the debates involve professional, social, political, cultural, and episte-
mological issues. While the early literature on interdisciplinarity hinted at
these issues, largely by noting resistance to interdisciplinary research and the
ethnocentrism of the disciplines (Kockelmans 1979, pp. 133–134), it rarely ex-
amined the epistemological issues at the heart of the matter. Today scholars
writing about interdisciplinarity rarely ignore the influence of epistemologi-
cal, political, and cultural factors on scholarship. While the contemporary pic-
ture of interdisciplinarity is now more balanced in terms of disciplinary repre-
sentation and more cognizant of epistemological issues, it is largely analytical
rather than empirical. There are also few works that combine discussion of
interdisciplinary teaching and research. The Centre for Educational Research
and Innovation’s edited volume, Interdisciplinarity: Problems of Teaching
and Research in Universities (1972), Mayville’s (1978) monograph, Interdisci-
plinarity: The Mutable Paradigm, Klein’s Crossing Boundaries: Knowledge,
Disciplinarities, and Interdisciplinarites (1996), and Newell’s anthology, Inter-
disciplinarity: Essays from the Literature (1998) are still among the only works

*A few other treatments of interdisciplinarity in the social sciences preceded these works. For
example, in 1995 the journal Social Forces examined the issue of interdisciplinarity in the social
sciences in a series of articles exploring aspects of the major social sciences disciplines.
Disciplinarity and, to a lesser extent, interdisciplinarity are also the focus of chapters in the ed-
ited volume Knowledges: Historical and Critical Studies in Disciplinarity, Messer-Davidow,
Shumway, and Sylvan, eds. (1993).
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that treat interdisciplinary teaching, curricula, and research as equally impor-
tant dimensions of interdisciplinary scholarship. While it could be argued that
treating teaching and research individually will result in greater clarity, doing
so lessens our ability to see meaningful connections between teaching and
research and precludes a comprehensive understanding.

The limited body of empirical work on interdisciplinarity focuses on pro-
cesses such as integration, the effects of disciplinary and institutional contexts
on interdisciplinarity, and the outcomes that result from interdisciplinary work.
These aspects of interdisciplinarity, however, have been studied in isolation;
researchers have only rarely examined the relationships among processes, con-
texts, and outcomes. Moreover, these dimensions of interdisciplinarity are in-
terdependent: processes may differ by context, and contexts may influence pro-
cesses; different processes may produce different outcomes, as may different
contexts; and conversely outcomes may influence contexts and later processes.
To understand interdisciplinarity fully, processes, contexts, and outcomes must
be examined together and in relation to one another.

Scholars concerned with the processes by which interdisciplinarity is ac-
complished typically focused on concepts such as the borrowing of methods
and theories from other disciplines or examined the structures, such as research
teams, that permit individuals to work across disciplines. Their intent was to
determine whether particular practices promoted the success of interdiscipli-
nary projects. They were not interested in studying the processes by which
interdisciplinarity was achieved for the sake of understanding interdisciplinar-
ity itself. In contrast, I believe it is important to examine processes because
they increase our understanding.  Questions such as, “What does interdiscipli-
nary practice look like?”, “How does it differ from disciplinary practice?”, “How
does it respect or challenge the disciplinary conventions of academic culture?”
should reveal the limitations of present definitions and portrayals. As ethno-
methodologists have demonstrated, it is in breaches of the taken for granted
that we come to understand our values, norms, and taboos (Feldman 1995;
Holstein and Gubrium 1998).

It is fruitless to talk about the process of doing interdisciplinary work with-
out discussing the influence of the contexts in which it is done. Since the
1970s, when interdisciplinary research and programs began their ascent on
college and university campuses, scholars and researchers have dissected the
influences of various contexts on interdisciplinarity, focusing primarily on the
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institutional context for interdisciplinary scholarship. Consequently the litera-
ture on interdisciplinarity is replete with discussions about the influence of
different institutional, divisional, and departmental environments on interdis-
ciplinarity.* The departmental structure of the university and its influence on
institutional reward systems are considered major barriers to interdisciplinar-
ity since these are based on disciplinary models of research and teaching. Many
of these studies, however, were completed in the 1970s and early 1980s, and
the question of whether institutional environments have changed is well worth
asking.

Although some institutions support interdisciplinary scholarship through
a variety of institutional policies, the impact of the presence or absence of
such facilitators has not been examined. And what of faculty who pursue inter-
disciplinary projects without institutional support and without regard to disci-
plinary barriers? What, if any, rewards do they reap? Does interdisciplinary
scholarship result in institutional rewards, such as promotions or research sup-
port? Are the rewards tied to products such as course syllabi or reports on inter-
disciplinary projects? While these more tangible outcomes of interdisciplinar-
ity are important, it is equally important to explore more intangible outcomes,
such as changes in practice, in ideas, and in perspectives on knowledge. Over
time such changes may expand disciplinary perspectives and/or introduce new
models of inquiry.

We can look also at the broader disciplinary context for interdisciplinary
work that exists outside the institution. Disciplinary associations have often
influenced, or attempted to influence, the lives of their members. Although
we sometimes overlook the gatekeeping role that such organizations play, they
can send strong messages to members through the editorial practices of the
journals they sponsor, the content of the conferences they hold, and commit-
tee membership. What role, if any, do disciplinary associations play in the lives
of interdisciplinary faculty? Do these associations lead or lag behind interdisci-
plinary trends in scholarship? Does it make a difference for faculty if their
disciplinary association welcomes their work or rejects it?

Questions like these prompted this study, which is admittedly a first step
toward understanding interdisciplinary scholarship. Although this research

*See Newell (1975); Newell, Saxberg, and Birnbaum (1975); Birnbaum (1979); Rossini and Por-
ter (1981); Porter (1983); Russell and Sauer (1983); Teich (1986); and Klein (1990).
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began as a straightforward attempt to understand why and how college and
university faculty pursued interdisciplinary research and teaching projects, in
time it developed into an examination of the concept of interdisciplinarity it-
self. The words and experiences of the faculty who participated furnished the
basis for a grounded definition of interdisciplinarity that challenges existing
conceptualizations of the term and that brings into relief the significant char-
acteristics of interdisciplinarity.
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Chapter

Disciplining
Knowledge

2
The realities of today’s academic organizations oblige ob-
servers of higher education to study interdisciplinarity and
disciplinarity in point and counterpoint. Most scholars de-
fine the locus of interdisciplinarity as the integration of dis-
ciplinary perspectives. Moreover, understanding how inter-
disciplinarity is received, and how it is conceived, depends
on an understanding of the nature of academic disciplines
and their influence on faculty life in colleges and universi-
ties. Despite their relative youth—the academic disciplines
we know today are largely the products of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries—the disciplines are in-
stitutionally entrenched and cannot be ignored. But the
study of interdisciplinarity directs our attention to aspects of
disciplines and disciplinary knowledge that often remain
hidden. The very thought of disciplinary integration forces
us to consider the assumptions and conventions that define
particular disciplines and that make them similar to or dif-
ferent from others.

Disciplines are complex phenomena. They can be de-
fined as sets of problems, methods, and research practices
or as bodies of knowledge that are unified by any of these.
They can also be defined as social networks of individuals
interested in related problems or ideas. The first definition
stresses the infrastructure of the disciplines, the second their
social, cultural, and historical dimensions. While most stud-
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ies of academic work stress one or the other of these foci, neither is complete
in isolation. Those who believe the key to understanding the disciplines is to
identify and examine their basic structures share the premise that, regardless
of differences in particulars, all disciplines share different classes of compo-
nents, such as content or method. These analyses provide a number of impor-
tant insights into the nature of the disciplines and can also illuminate interdis-
ciplinarity. They tend, however, to downplay or even ignore the historical and
cultural dimensions of disciplinarity. Poststructuralist analysis shifts our atten-
tion from the structural to the cultural and sociohistorical and reminds us that
structures such as content and methods are socially constructed; they exist as
expressions of human ideas and are subject to change. In the study of the disci-
plines, these two approaches, despite their theoretical antagonism, tend
to align on an uneasy continuum. Structural analyses of the disciplines do
not completely discount the cultural: they focus on the disciplinary commu-
nity and on its norms and practices, as well as on disciplinary compo-
nents such as methods. Similarly poststructural accounts of the disciplines im-
plicitly acknowledge structures when they highlight power differentials associ-
ated with various epistemologies and methodologies. Each framework has its
limitations.

Structuralist accounts of disciplinarity define the discipline as a frame-
work for understanding and interpreting information and experience, for judg-
ing the validity and adequacy of solutions to problems by defining what is ac-
ceptable, appropriate, and/or useful. Implicit in this model is a role for the
individual, who interprets, judges, etc., and a role for the disciplinary commu-
nity, which maintains disciplinary boundaries. But structural views tend to
focus on how human agency is constrained by influences external to the indi-
vidual. In abstracting and decontextualizing disciplinary components, struc-
tural depictions downplay or ignore the interaction of structures and cultures
and give a false impression that the disciplines are characterized primarily by
structures that promote conformity and stability. In the structuralist scenario
disciplinary change is resisted unless it is in approved directions and influence
appears unidirectional: the community is shaped by the discipline.

In contrast a poststructuralist perspective directs our attention to the com-
munity, portraying the discipline as a heterogeneous social system composed
of individuals with varying commitments to ideas, beliefs, and methodolo-
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gies—and to one another. By focusing on the communal construction of mean-
ing, the existence of multiple perspectives, and the linkage of individual per-
spectives to social processes, poststructuralism replaces the idea of a structure
with the more fluid concept of a space in which persons and ideas exist in
relation to one another. Because meanings are seen as socially constructed,
disciplines are sites of ontological, epistemological, methodological tensions,
and these tensions animate structures such as subject matter and methods.
The structural perspective abstracts underlying frameworks that are believed
to define a phenomenon, while the poststructural approach eschews abstrac-
tion and attends to the local and the particular, which are time and context
bound.

All ways of seeing are, of course, selective. They emphasize a particular
perspective over others and in doing so limit our field of vision. If the danger
inherent in structural analyses is that the discipline becomes monolithic, with
tightly controlled boundaries and conventions, the siren call of poststructural-
ist analysis is cultural chaos. Taken to an extreme, the poststructuralist view
portrays the individual as personally defining and redefining the discipline
from moment to moment. The discourse community is present as a power
structure and little else: the discipline hardly seems to exist in the material
world. Although my own disposition is more poststructuralist than structural-
ist, structural analyses of the disciplines help me understand how interdiscipli-
narity transgresses, as well as how it respects, scholarly conventions. Post-
structural analyses help me understand why transgressions are or are not
consequential; the poststructural focus on social and power relationships is
essential to understanding the pas de deux of disciplinarity and interdiscipli-
narity because the disciplinary structures that are important to understanding
interdisciplinarity are not spontaneously generated or magically maintained.
Individuals in social relationships create disciplines and determine which ideas
and which individuals are accepted within a disciplinary community at a given
point in time.

The paradigm shift from a Newtonian-Galilean model to a quantum
model in the physics community provides a useful illustration of how combin-
ing insights from structural and poststructural perspectives can lead to a multi-
faceted view of disciplinary phenomena. In the first decades of the twentieth
century, quantum mechanics gradually replaced Newtonian-Galilean physics
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as the dominant view of the physics community. By 1930 the argument was
largely over, and the quantum view became synonymous with modern phys-
ics. Still, despite great consensus, members of the physics community, includ-
ing notables such as the Nobel laureate P. W. Bridgman, continued to dissent
as their colleagues adopted the new paradigm (Kline 1995).

Should we interpret this move to a new organizing principle as a struc-
tural change, that is, a change in the conceptual or cognitive system underly-
ing the discipline of physics, or should we view this as a moment of cultural
change? Should we foreground the intellectual event, the synthesis of theory
and technology, or the development of a dominant group whose agenda
pushed the quantum view to nearly hegemonic status? It seems that neither
view is completely adequate, and a stereoscopic approach increases our un-
derstanding of this episode in the history of physics. The cultural perspective
emphasizes the role of the members of the physics community in considering
and accepting significant change in the fundamental principles guiding their
discipline. The adoption of the quantum view signaled, to use Kuhn’s (1970)
term, a revolutionary paradigm shift in physics; it was the result of individuals
coming to consensus on an idea. In the same moment that the social and dy-
namic character of the discipline was most visible, ontological and epistemo-
logical beliefs underlying the discipline drove a search for stability and order:
“the important point is that the dominant workers in the physics community
thought of this new view not as one view among many . . . but as an improved
basis from which everything else can be derived, at least in principle” (Kline
1995, p. 216). Once physicists adopted the quantum view, it became the view
that would allow for a unified conception of the physical world. Following the
shift to a new paradigm, the positivistic teleology embedded in the discipline
consciously or unconsciously motivated urges for unity and control consistent
with its epistemological foundations.

If we were to follow the history of particular disciplines, we would identify
many instances of movement and change as well as moments of resistance
and protectionism. The development of molecular biology also constitutes a
moment of great change as biology accepted not only the technology and in-
strumentation of physics, but also the cognitive reframing of the fundamental
problem to be solved by the discipline, that is, understanding the structure and
mechanisms of the gene (Fox Keller 1993). In the social sciences the willing-
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ness to consider alternatives to the positivist paradigm was part of a movement
toward interpretive modes of inquiry. Attempts to understand disciplinarity,
then, profit from a consideration of how the components of a discipline—its
subject matter, its modes of discovery and validation, its language and its value
system—influence disciplinary and interdisciplinary work.

Parsing Academic Disciplines: Subject Matter,
Cognitive Frameworks, and Paradigms

In the field of education the first analyses of the disciplines took a struc-
tural perspective. Dressel and Marcus (1982) described a discipline as a sys-
tematic way of organizing and studying phenomena. Building on the earlier
work of Phenix (1964), Dressel and Marcus conceptualized disciplinary struc-
tures as composed of five components: the substantive component (which in-
cludes assumptions, variables, concepts, principles and relationships); the lin-
guistic component (the symbolism whereby elements can be identified and
relationships defined and explored); the syntactical component (the search for
organizing processes around which the discipline develops); the value compo-
nent (commitments about what is worth studying and how it should be stud-
ied); and the conjunctive component (the discipline’s relation to other disci-
plines). According to Dressel and Marcus, the interaction of these components
gives each discipline its distinctive character. Other scholars developed more
encompassing definitions. Toulmin (1972) focused on epistemological aspects
such as concepts, methods, and fundamental aims, but he also acknowledged
the role of the academic in conceiving those epistemological dimensions. Car-
rying Toulmin’s definition a bit further, Whitley (1976) defined disciplines as
organized social groupings. King and Brownell (1976) also provided an inclu-
sive description. In addition to its conceptual and syntactical structure, do-
main of knowledge, and specialized language, King and Brownell defined a
discipline as being an expression of human imagination, a tradition built on
the discourse of forebears, a heritage of literature and a communications net-
work, and an instructional community.

As analysts moved beyond a purely structural approach, they focused at-
tention on the disciplinary community as a group of actors with varying per-
spectives, beliefs, and motivations, highlighting the social construction of the
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enterprise. Individuals within the community were endowed with agency; that
is, they were viewed as acting upon the discipline and upon one another. Fou-
cault (1970) complicated our understanding of discipline by positioning the
word discipline in relation to the concept of power. For Foucault discipline
implies the regulation of human conduct and social relations as well as the
development of roles and norms that are tightly tied to systems of power.
Agents, then, are capable of recruiting members, rejecting them, or bending
the rules to advance their own political agendas. The role of power becomes
particularly salient when one considers the possibility that individuals and col-
lectives, such as departments or institutions, can reward or penalize interdisci-
plinary scholarship. Salter and Hearn (1996) argue that “Academic disciplines
are evidence of the political deployment of knowledge products” (p. 17).

There are some obvious overlaps in the disciplinary components identi-
fied by theorists. The syntactical component identified by Dressel and Marcus
is equivalent to King and Brownell’s conceptual structure. Whitley’s organized
social groupings can be equated with King and Brownell’s community and
communication network components. Toulmin’s concepts, methods, and fun-
damental aims are subsumed under Dressel and Marcus’s substantive and syn-
tactical categories. Foucault’s discussion of power extends Whitley’s notion of
disciplines as social groupings and complicates King and Brownell’s notions of
community; his notion of the discipline as keeper of norms is a compatible, if
a less benign, portrayal of disciplinary communities.

Kuhn (1970) conceptualized the cognitive framework of a discipline as
consisting of three elements: its underlying theory (generalizations); idealized
models and analogies (fabricated examples that are abstracted from real cases
to ideally describe phenomena); and exemplars (specific instances of generali-
zations and models). The disciplines, he argued, differ not only in the way
they make generalizations, but also in the set of exemplars used to illustrate
these generalizations and the way the two are related. According to Kuhn,
models and exemplars serve an important purpose:

One of the fundamental techniques by which the members of a group,
whether an entire culture or a specialist sub-community within it, learn to
see the same things when confronted with the same stimuli is by being
shown examples of situations that their predecessors in the group have



29disciplining knowledge

already learned to see as like each other and as different from other sorts
of situations. (Kuhn 1970, pp. 193–194)

These models are designed to further understanding of disciplinary principles
and to test and thereby modify and/or extend theory. Gold (1977) contended
that the construction of shared models bridges disciplines. But the character of
the disciplines involved may determine whether such bridges can be erected:

Impermeable boundaries are in general a concomitant of tightly knit, con-
vergent disciplinary communities and an indicator of the stability and co-
herence of the intellectual fields that they inhabit. Permeable boundaries
are associated with loosely knit, divergent academic groups and signal a
more fragmented, less stable and comparatively open-ended epistemologi-
cal structure. (Becher 1989, pp. 37–38)

Petrie (1986) argued that academics studying essentially the same phenomena
could disagree in important ways, but that a convergence of interests is also
possible. Becher suggested that “open-ended epistemological structures” per-
mit sharing across disciplinary boundaries. Epistemological change also per-
mitted what Geertz (1980) identified as a cultural shift that aligned the hu-
manities and social sciences, exemplified by the move from physical analogies
of the sciences to symbolic analogies of literary scholarship. While conver-
gence does not signal the unification of disciplines, it does suggest that shared
perspectives can facilitate interdisciplinary research—or at least may eliminate
one possible source of conflict. Crane (1969), for example, suggested that the
acceptability of a new idea is affected by the amount of cognitive reorganiza-
tion that is required to integrate new information with previous knowledge.
Similarly Gold and Gold (1983) suggested that collaboration between mem-
bers of different disciplines might be enhanced by similarities in cognitive
structures.

Communication can be a difficult aspect of interdisciplinary collabora-
tion. One of the most distinctive and binding aspects of a disciplinary commu-
nity is the language it employs. The jargon and technical terms of a discipline
or field are a form of intellectual shorthand that simplifies communication
between colleagues (King and Brownell 1976; Becher 1989). Disciplines such
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as mathematics and physics sciences have developed entire systems of symbols
that differ from ordinary language. Other disciplines use general language but
imbue common words with particular meanings. Cameron (1985) used the
concept of “register” to refer to the manner in which individuals in different
disciplines understand information, make arguments, and discuss issues. Dis-
ciplinary discourse therefore reveals the disciplines’ cultural features, includ-
ing differences in the way arguments are typically generated, developed, ex-
pressed, and reported and how the work of peers is evaluated (Becher 1987b).

Those working in disciplines other than the ones in which they are trained
need to understand what they read and hear. The need for interlingual speak-
ing, as Bauer (1990) called it, may be most evident in interdisciplinary research
teams. Studies demonstrate that poor communication among team members
from different disciplines inhibits the success of research teams (Luszki 1958;
Hagstrom 1971; Nilles 1975; Bauer 1990). Kuhn (1977) observed that the task
of translating from one discipline to another is more than a mechanical pro-
cess:

To translate a theory or worldview into one’s own language is not to make
it one’s own. For that one must go native, discover that one is thinking and
working in, not simply translating out of, a language that was previously
foreign. That transition is not, however, one that an individual may make
or refrain from making by deliberation and choice, however good his rea-
sons for wishing to do so. Instead, at some point in the process of learning
to translate, he finds that the transition has occurred, that he has slipped
into the new language without a decision having been made. Or else, like
many of those who first encountered, say, quantum mechanics in their
middle years, he finds himself fully persuaded of the new view but never-
theless unable to internalize it and be at home in the world it helps to
shape. (pp. 203–204)

Kuhn (1977) suggested that translation does not indicate conversion from one
discipline to another, but the decision to try to translate may create a climate
in which it is more likely to occur. Whether conversion is necessary or even
desirable is a matter of individual choice. It is clear, however, that faculty can
create a climate more conducive to interdisciplinarity by sharing ideas and
information. Appreciating different disciplines requires learning how their
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methods, theories, or perspectives compare and perhaps even how they
complement one another. In a two-year study of the process of integrating the
disciplinary components of technology assessment projects, Rossini, Porter,
Kelly, and Chubin (1984) hypothesized that the greater the diversity in disci-
plinary background among team members, the greater the difficulty they
would have in integrating their work.* The researchers created a simple index
of intellectual distance among disciplines to explore the issue. To their sur-
prise the greater the intellectual distance among the core team members, the
more substantively integrated the study output. Attempting to explain these
findings, they argued that the presence of diversity on an interdisciplinary team
might increase awareness of the need to work consciously toward integration.
Conversation, then, may help overcome an impediment to interdisciplinary
research—lack of understanding of others’ disciplinary perspectives. It may also
reveal insurmountable incompatibility. Anticipation of the challenge of inter-
disciplinary communication may prevent faculty from taking the very steps
needed to form an interdisciplinary team: “Without . . . successful communi-
cation, the research simply does not happen” (Nilles 1975, p.12).

Kuhn’s (1977) observation that disciplines are characterized by the exist-
ence, in varying degrees, of paradigms that specify appropriate problems for
study and appropriate methods for studying those problems is well known, but
it has not been the subject of much research. Kuhn claimed that in some fields,
such as the physical sciences, paradigms are highly developed; in others, such
as the humanities and social sciences, they are less so.† Among the most no-

*Rossini and his colleagues were not alone in their thinking. Earlier Pearson, Payne, and Gunz
(1979) used a classification of disciplines as a means of structuring interactions among disciplines.
They characterized disciplines as restricted (R) or configurational (C). R-sciences, or the hard
sciences, deal with highly specific objects with a restricted set of relevant properties whereas C-
sciences, or the soft sciences, deal with more complex objects exhibiting a broad range of fea-
tures. They postulated that it was likely, a priori, that R-sciences would combine better with R-
sciences and C-sciences with other C-sciences. Attempts to combine R and C sciences were
expected to face considerable communication and value barriers. Vosskamp (1986) similarly ar-
gued that disciplines such as mathematics and physics that shared a common code would find
interdisciplinary collaboration relatively simple to achieve.
†For the moment, I will ignore the value judgment inherent in this conceptualization of the
disciplines to focus on what we may learn from Kuhn’s theory and the discussion that it gener-
ated. I disagree with Kuhn’s contention that the social sciences are less developed paradigma-
tically than the sciences because it assumes the existence of a single paradigm of inquiry to which
disciplines must eventually aspire.
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table attempts to study Kuhn’s claims are the series of studies by Anthony
Biglan in the 1970s and Becher’s work in the 1980s. To identify the nature of
the differences that distinguished paradigmatic and nonparadigmatic fields,
Biglan (1973a) asked faculty members at two institutions to judge similarities
among areas of study. This research on the characteristics of subject matter in
different academic areas led him to conclude that the three most important
dimensions of the “cognitive style” of an area were (a) the extent to which a
paradigm exists; (b) the degree of concern with application; and (c) a concern
with life systems, as opposed to non-life systems.*  Comparing and combining
the contributions of various scholars, Becher (1989) summarized the major
subject matter distinctions among general categories of knowledge found in
the literature. He concluded that hard, pure knowledge, the domain of the
natural sciences, is marked by relatively steady cumulative growth. In these
areas knowledge is typically generated in a linear fashion. Becher contrasted
this growth by accretion to the predominantly recursive or reiterative pattern
of development, which characterizes the soft knowledge domains. Steady
growth of knowledge is associated with the predictability of problems that are
directly relevant to advances in knowledge: “Scientists in hard pure fields seem
able at any given time to identify what questions they should attempt to answer
next” (Becher 1989, p. 14). Becher suggested that this readiness might be attrib-
utable to the well-defined boundaries that demarcate knowledge in the hard,
pure disciplines. In the soft domains, “academic work often traverses ground
already explored by others. Basic issues maintain their currency from one gen-
eration to the next” (Becher 1989, p. 13). In the softer domains, where bound-
aries are less circumscribed and more penetrable, consensus is less likely.

Becher also identified other clusters of properties that distinguish the dis-
ciplines. He observed that whereas the natural sciences and mathematics break
down complex ideas into simpler components such as reduction and atomiza-
tion, the humanities, and to some extent the social sciences, repudiate this

*In a follow-up study Biglan (1973b) observed that, depending on the characteristics of their
academic area, scholars differed in (a) the degree to which they were socially connected to other
faculty; (b) their commitment to teaching, research, and service; (c) the number of journal ar-
ticles, monographs, and technical reports they published; and (d) the number of dissertations
they sponsored.
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process. In the soft pure domains, complexity is a legitimate and necessary
feature of a holistic appreciation of phenomena. He also argued that a quanti-
tative/qualitative dichotomy exists: scientific knowledge is concerned predomi-
nantly with universals; nonscientific knowledge tends to be concerned with
particulars. Furthermore the natural world of the hard sciences makes causal
connections easier to establish; in contrast, “human data demand complex
forms of reasoning in which judgment and persuasion play a more prominent
role” (Becher 1989, p. 14). Finally Becher contrasted the impersonal, value-
free nature of scientific knowledge with the personal, value-laden knowledge
of the social sciences and humanities. Becher noted that while these constitu-
ent properties may not be exhaustive, they are useful and familiar enough to
provide acceptable characterizations and comparisons. Such general catego-
ries, however, mask opposing viewpoints that exist among faculty in the same
discipline. For example, not all biologists believe that research in the natural
sciences is objective and value-free; they acknowledge that personal biases and
desires influence choices of topics, interpretations of findings, and decisions
about what to publish.

Comparing the hard applied and soft applied fields of knowledge is not as
easy; authors have had little to say about the social- or science-based profes-
sions. While understanding in this area is still under construction, Becher
made some generalizations. The hard applied fields, he noted, are amenable
to heuristic, trial-and-error approaches. Knowledge does not necessarily grow
cumulatively, although it may in some areas, and it is not entirely quantitative
since application always involves qualitative judgments. Hard applied fields
generally work toward some practical end and are judged by how effectively
they work to this end. Their primary outcomes are products and techniques.
Soft applied knowledge draws upon soft pure knowledge as a means of under-
standing the complexity of human situations and enhancing the quality of so-
cial and personal life. Soft applied knowledge generally does not grow cumu-
latively. The primary outcomes of most fields are protocols and procedures,
which are judged mainly using pragmatic and utilitarian criteria. Becher
(1989) also argued that when knowledge is both cumulative and amenable to
fragmentation, research labor can be divided among researchers. Fragmenta-
tion, ironically, promotes greater social connectedness among scholars in the
hard disciplines, particularly in terms of research activities as researchers in
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these fields tend to work with significantly more people (Biglan 1973b). Simi-
larly Biglan found that faculty in applied fields and life sciences fields prefer to
work with more people and report more sources of influence on research goals
than faculty in pure and nonlife fields.

Examining disciplinary structures provides clues to the role that they play
in the processes of interdisciplinary research and teaching. This exploration of
subject matter and method suggests some disciplinary intersections. For ex-
ample, we might look at the interactions between two sets of subject matter or
at the junction at which the subject matter of one discipline intersect with the
method(s) of another. Do these junctions suggest different types of interdisci-
plinarity? Do faculty describe doing interdisciplinary research and/or teaching
in terms of intersections or do they perceive it as something different? Is inter-
disciplinary research and teaching more than the integration of disciplinary
components? When method and subject matter are combined with commu-
nity norms, the picture of interdisciplinarity may become even more complex,
given the opportunities for faculty in different disciplines to disagree on goals,
appropriate frameworks for pursuing those goals, and appropriate evaluation
of the results of their research multiplies (Gold and Gold 1983).

Disciplinary Subjects: Communities and Norms

Disciplines are more than canisters of subject matter and inquiry meth-
ods. They are social groupings of people who, to varying extents, share assump-
tions, behavior patterns, and beliefs about scholarship. The value judgments
made by individuals within a discipline concerning the appropriate topics for
investigation, the kinds of questions that are valid to ask, and judgments re-
garding what constitutes a valid answer are social conventions, and these con-
ventions lead to different views of scholarship. Bauer (1990) observed that sci-
entists discover truths about nature and their task is to “lay out those facts” (p.
108). In contrast originality of thought and subtle sophistication of expression
are more highly regarded by humanities faculty than the disclosure of facts.
Strong normative influences are also apparent in the willingness of faculty
from different disciplines to allow personal values to influence their academic
work. Becher (1989) claimed that the values and philosophies that individual
academics espouse are generally imported from outside the university, and he
demonstrated how practitioners’ values were likely to appear in the fields of
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sociology and economics.* Although some fields of inquiry appear less open
to the influence of external ideologies and values, Becher noted it is too sim-
plistic to attribute this difference to the subject matter of the discipline, that is,
whether the field deals with people or things. For example, engineering is a
field concerned with both people and things, but most academic engineers
would describe their work as objective and apolitical.

Disciplines have been described as cultures, which have in turn been de-
fined as sets of shared meanings or understandings about a group or organiza-
tion and its problems, goals, and practices (Cameron and Ettington 1988;
Reichers and Schneider 1990; Peterson and White 1992). Thinking about dis-
ciplines as cultures can enrich our understanding by suggesting how the com-
munity aspects of faculty life influence perceptions and behaviors related to
interdisciplinary research.

For each discipline, there is a natural set of corollaries embracing matters
clearly tied to the subject, for instance, epistemic or methodological
stance, but also such apparently unrelated matters as political affiliation
and style of behavior. In other words, each discipline can be aptly viewed
as a culture. . . . By seeing disciplines as cultures, one recognizes that a
field or subject—its knowledge, methods, theoretical approaches—can-
not be separated from its practitioners. Outsiders cannot properly practice
an intellectual discipline just as foreigners find it difficult to assimilate
into a national culture. (Bauer 1990, p. 110)

Within disciplines there are often subgroups of faculty who share particular
interests or perspectives. Van Mannen and Barley (1984) defined subcultures
as subgroups of an institution. The members of these subgroups interact regu-
larly with one another, perceive themselves as a distinct group within the insti-
tution, share a commonly defined set of problems, and act on the basis of col-
lective understandings unique to their group. A group of faculty working in a
specialization within a discipline could also be an example of a subculture.
Faculty can also be divided along epistemological lines, and further subdivided

*Becher (1989) was careful to point out the difference between being committed to a set of val-
ues–and perhaps allowing these to influence the choice of a specialism–and permitting them to
distort the evidence to fit one’s preconceptions.
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along other lines, perhaps ad infinitum. Focusing for the moment on faculty
as members of disciplines will help illuminate some of the issues faced by indi-
viduals pursuing interdisciplinary scholarship in U.S. colleges and universi-
ties.

Schein (1986) observed that the functioning of groups depends on a clear
consensus on who belongs to the group and who does not. One of the results
of setting boundaries is that group members are provided with a sense of iden-
tity. The manifestation of group identity is clearly observed in the university;
individual faculty identify themselves with their departmental colleagues and
cultures. It has been suggested that faculty in highly prestigious, research-ori-
ented institutions often have a greater sense of professional identity than insti-
tutional identity. These faculty identify strongly with their discipline as a result
of interactions with a national network of disciplinary colleagues: “The disci-
pline rather than the institution tends to become a dominant force in the work-
ing lives of academics” (Clark 1983, p. 30).

According to Becher (1987a), the discipline is the central source of faculty
identity. Socialization into a discipline, beginning with graduate training, in-
stills in the faculty member a strong sense of belonging. To be accepted into
the disciplinary community the individual must not only demonstrate techni-
cal competence but must also show that she or he is loyal to the collegial group
and will adhere to its norms. In defining its own disciplinary identity, a disci-
plinary culture also defines its territories and boundaries:

The tribes of academe, one might argue, define their own identities and
defend their own patches of intellectual ground by employing a variety of
devices geared to the exclusion of illegal immigrants. Some . . . are mani-
fest in physical forms (“the building occupied by the English depart-
ment . . .”); others emerge in the particularities of membership and con-
stitution. . . . Alongside the structural features of disciplinary communi-
ties, exercising an even more powerful integrating force, are their more
explicitly cultural elements: their traditions, customs and practices, trans-
mitted knowledge, beliefs, morals and rules of conduct, as well as their
linguistic and symbolic forms of communication and the meanings they
share. (Becher 1989, p. 24)
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While members of disciplinary cultures may be similar in terms of es-
poused values and behavior patterns, all members of a given discipline do not
share the same career and work experiences; the culture of the institution af-
fects the strength of the disciplinary culture (Austin 1990). Faculty therefore
tend to define their values in ways that make them consistent with local set-
tings. In some cases local definition of professional concerns may weaken the
normative core of the disciplines (Ruscio 1987). Although cultures are main-
tained by teaching newcomers accepted views, newcomers may also shape, to
some degree, the culture of the subgroup (Van Mannen and Schein 1979). As
interdisciplinarity gains ground, norms concerning academic work may be
adjusted to meet the needs of a growing mass of interdisciplinary researchers.

One of the perceived barriers to interdisciplinarity is that it requires fac-
ulty members to temporarily (or perhaps permanently) leave their disciplinary
communities and thus risk a loss of professional identity. Similarly advocates
of interdisciplinarity ask members of disciplinary cultures to accept the pres-
ence of nondisciplinary colleagues into their previously homogeneous group-
ings, again muddying professional identity. As individuals they are likely to
have varying amounts of tolerance for either of these situations. Reif and
Strauss (1965) explained that faculty members have a large investment in them-
selves as researchers pursuing certain lines of work; it is not easy to change
self-concepts, role models, and values. They are likely to be reluctant to give
up the position of influence and status they have attained as a result of their
disciplinary achievements. The quest for disciplinary status is in some ways
analogous to the individual’s concern with academic reputation (Becher 1989).
It is stimulated not only by pride, but also by an extrinsic need to justify the
existence of the discipline and to secure the necessary resources for the ad-
vancement of the discipline. In this way, Becher argued, status can promote
competition among disciplines and among individuals.

Departmental objectives generally revolve around raising the scholarly
prestige of the department, but it has been suggested that the sources of pres-
tige resulting from interdisciplinary work are limited. For example, one source
of prestige is the number of doctorates generated by a department. Birnbaum
(1983) noted that interdisciplinary research generates fewer Ph.D. degrees than
departmental research. Another source of prestige is the amount of publica-
tions in refereed disciplinary journals, but interdisciplinary researchers may
find it difficult to produce publications, especially single-authored journal ar-
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ticles, for two reasons: (1) the complexity of the problems investigated makes
single authorship sometimes impractical, and (2) journal editors may be reluc-
tant to publish the results of interdisciplinary research that lie outside the nar-
row interests of their primary readership. Other forms of publication, such as
technical reports, papers, and books that are more common products of some
forms of applied interdisciplinary research may be accorded less weight in hir-
ing, promotion, and tenure decisions than more recognizable journal articles
and monographs. Interdisciplinary research, it has been argued, then can be
hazardous for untenured faculty since it often results in fewer publications in
respected journals than does disciplinary research. Without this traditional
yardstick of quality, colleagues socialized into disciplinary cultures may be un-
willing to accept the legitimacy of interdisciplinary approaches or may be un-
certain of how to evaluate them or their colleagues who use such approaches.

Tenure policies and faculty perceptions of disciplinary prejudice may also
inhibit participation in interdisciplinary research. Sixty percent of the faculty
respondents in Hurst’s (1992) study of an environmental studies program con-
sidered pressure on untenured faculty to work within their disciplines a major
obstacle to interdepartmental collaboration. Such fears of disciplinary biases
in evaluation and review may be justified. In a comparative study of forty pre-
dominantly interdisciplinary research projects sponsored by the National Sci-
ence Foundation, Porter and Rossini (1985) found a moderate correlation be-
tween the peer rating given to a proposal and how interdisciplinary the
proposed project was: the more interdisciplinary the project, the poorer the
rating. Porter and Rossini also observed a marked tendency for reviewers to
rate proposals from principal investigators from their own discipline more fa-
vorably. Porter and Rossini further noted that certain comments made by pro-
posal reviewers suggested discomfort with interdisciplinary work.*Thirty per-
cent of the faculty whom Hurst surveyed believed the difficulty of evaluating
the work of colleagues from other disciplines was a major obstacle to interde-
partmental collaboration.

Studies conducted in the 1970s and 1980s offered indirect evidence of a
widespread belief among faculty that interdisciplinary work was not well re-

 *For example, one economist faulted a proposal for including noneconomic aspects. Other forms
of discomfort were observed in comments such as that of a reviewer who indicated reluctance to
grade a proposal outside his domain of expertise.
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ceived by colleagues. Birnbaum (1981a) noted that interdisciplinary research-
ers tended to be scholars without tenure concerns: either they had already at-
tained it, or they were not in tenure-track positions.* Those researchers who
were in tenure-track positions but who had not yet been awarded tenure ap-
peared to be concerned that interdisciplinary work would not help their ca-
reers. Nilles (1976) reported that  participation in interdisciplinary research by
untenured faculty in the U.S. tended to drop steadily as the tenure decision
date approached.

Faculty are familiar with the notion of an academic pecking order in
which disciplines are ranked according to status and prestige (Becher 1987a;
Birnbaum 1982). Although Becher argued that this pecking order is not con-
stant across institutions or countries, it is fairly stable in some aspects. Schol-
arly prestige is accorded on the basis of the strength of scholarly traditions;
high paradigm fields such as the physical sciences are generally considered to
be of higher status than low paradigm fields such as the social sciences and
education. Anecdotal evidence of this pecking order abounds in maxims such
as “mathematicians talk to God, physicists talk to mathematicians, chemists
talk to physicists, biologists talk to chemists . . .” (Birnbaum 1982, pp. 14–15).

In a study of collaboration among faculty in schools of public health,
Stewart (1980) hypothesized that prestige and status, as well as power and in-
fluence, would influence collaboration in research. She believed that faculty
from high prestige groups would participate more in interdisciplinary research
than faculty from low prestige groups and that faculty from groups with power
and influence would be less likely to collaborate than members of groups with-
out power and influence. Stewart found, however, that neither prestige and
status nor power and influence predicted participation in collaborative inter-
disciplinary research. Similarly she found no significant differences by rank or
tenure status in the collaborative research patterns preferred by respondents.
Rather she noted that discipline was the most consistent predictor of the kinds
of collaboration in which individuals engaged. Stewart’s findings are consis-
tent with those of Gillespie and Birnbaum (1980), who studied eighty-four in-

*Teich (1986) referred to those professional researchers who do not hold faculty appointments as
the “unfaculty” in recognition of their second-class status within the university. While many
hold Ph.D.s and have qualifications comparable to regular faculty, they generally are not eligible
for tenure, seldom participate in decision-making bodies of universities, and are frequently de-
nied perquisites of academic life.
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terdisciplinary research teams from fifteen leading universities. Defining sta-
tus concordance as a match between team members’ academic ranks and their
position on an interdisciplinary team—a team is concordant when senior fac-
ulty of higher prestige disciplines head teams composed of junior faculty and
faculty from lower prestige disciplines—the researchers found that status con-
cordance was not a critical factor in ongoing interdisciplinary research efforts.
Moreover status concordance could depress, as well as elevate, a team’s overall
success.* Gillespie and Birnbaum concluded that while concordance might
strongly impact initial attempts to achieve a unity of effort and to convince
funding agencies of a project’s merit, once firmly established, factors more
directly related to the nature of the team’s operation became more salient bases
for its status system.

The work patterns that characterize the disciplines may either facilitate or
hinder interdisciplinary research. Kleinman (1983), for example, contended
that there is a bias against collaboration and in favor of the “lonely scholar”
image in the field of sociology. Doctoral students learn that research and writ-
ing are ways of standing out among peers; professional development is viewed
as increasing individualization. In history and languages norms are similar:
research and writing are personal and inseparable from the individual. In con-
trast many of the hard and applied sciences favor collaborative research activi-
ties (Becher 1989).

The literature cited thus far focuses on differences among disciplines. Aca-
demic specialties, however, create differences within disciplines as well. While
a disciplinary reference group might include hundreds of individuals, affilia-
tion with an academic specialty generally reduces that number to a much
smaller cadre.† Becher (1987a) noted that a specialty is more than an affilia-
tion representing sectional interests within a discipline; it is an area of inquiry

*Stewart alluded to this in her discussion of how specialization can create tension among inter-
disciplinary collaborators engaged in a research project since the degree to which an area of
specialization is critical to an endeavor will determine the amount of power individuals having
that expertise are accorded in the group. This unequal distribution of power can be detrimental
to the extent that it undermines the belief that collaborators are partners of equal status. Lindas
(1979) arrived at a similar conclusion after examining evaluations of four interdisciplinary
projects. She argued that leaders of interdisciplinary research groups should not be individuals
who are too highly regarded since the status accorded them may create an undue emphasis on
their disciplines.
†Becher noted that, to his surprise and with the exception of the more populous areas in physics
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that requires substantial investments of time and effort. Some specialties are
readily accessible, while others require longer periods of induction:

It is easy to predict—and the prediction is borne out by testimony—that
those who become involved in a high investment area are reluctant to
leave it until they feel they have adequately realized the dividends of that
investment. Conversely, those who might wish to move into such an area
are often dissuaded from doing so, particularly in mid- or late career, by
the prospect of having to commit substantial intellectual capital of the
entry process. Considerations of this kind help to maintain the bound-
aries of specialist fields and to promote a relatively stable pattern of activ-
ity within any given discipline. (Becher 1987a, pp. 292–293)

This is not to say that movement among specialties and disciplines is typically
thwarted; shifts in the internal structures and external boundaries of disciplines
are a significant source of change in the academic world.‡ Movement across
boundaries and into specialties where interaction patterns are different than in
the parent discipline may be difficult because of the need to master both new
knowledge and a new language. Becher noted that specialties from different
disciplines are often more similar to each other, on the other hand, than the
specialty is to the parent discipline. Such similarities, when based on subject
matter or cognitive frameworks, may promote interdisciplinarity.

So much of the literature focuses on the barriers to interdisciplinarity cre-
ated by disciplinary cultures and institutional environments that it is some-
times hard to imagine that these same social structures might encourage inter-
disciplinary work as well as impede it. But the assumption that institutional
and departmental contexts have a largely negative influence on interdiscipli-
nary work is challenged by the frequency with which interdisciplinary teach-
ing and research take place. There are several possible explanations for this.

and chemistry, that the figure of six to twelve members of a specialty was commonly quoted in
almost every field in each discipline he studied.
‡Becher (1987a, 1989) examined the migration of academics among specialties within fields
(broadly defined, for example, as the biological sciences) and among neighboring disciplines.
Internal mobility, he suggested, is easier in the biological and physical sciences, particularly in
the more theoretical areas, while movement across disciplinary boundaries is much more lim-
ited.
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First, some departmental and institutional environments may actually support
interdisciplinary scholarship. Alternatively faculty may be able to circumvent
or ignore the less supportive aspects of their environments.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that tenure concerns, for example, have a
chilling effect on interdisciplinary research. But while observers have impli-
cated the academic reward system in this way, only a few studies directly exam-
ine this influence. A reexamination of the role of reward systems, as well as
other institutional policies on sabbatical leaves, release time, and grant giving,
for example, could provide some valuable insights into the influence of con-
text on interdisciplinary research and teaching. What are the characteristics of
departments and institutions that discourage and encourage faculty to pursue
interdisciplinary activities?

Similarly, the empirical literature on interdisciplinarity has not examined
in detail the influence of extra-institutional factors on interdisciplinary teach-
ing and research. How might the larger disciplinary community influence fac-
ulty members’ dispositions toward interdisciplinary scholarship? How do fac-
ulty assess their disciplinary community’s attitude toward interdisciplinary
work? Although disciplinary communities are generally perceived as discour-
aging interdisciplinary scholarship, little has been written about the differences
that may distinguish local disciplinary contexts, typically departments, from
national or international community contexts. Local contexts, it has been ar-
gued, act to modify disciplinary contexts, and we know that different types of
institutions, such as research universities, liberal arts colleges, and community
colleges, place differing emphases on research and teaching. How do faculty
perceive their home departments in relation to their larger disciplinary com-
munities? How do these perceptions influence the calculus they use to assess
these environments and their decisions to do or not to do interdisciplinary
work?

Finally, research on faculty behaviors suggests that while the attitudes and
opinions of colleagues both inside and outside the institution are important to
faculty, they may have a limited impact on decisions about what and how to
study and teach—perhaps even before tenure. Faculty tend to make decisions
about what to study by assessing their own strengths and interests. Confidence
and determination, therefore, may play an important role in decisions related
to interdisciplinary research and teaching. Understanding faculty assessments
of departmental, institutional and professional environments can help unravel
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the complicated linkages between interdisciplinary research and teaching and
the contexts in which it is pursued.

Interdisciplinary Work in Disciplinary Spaces:
The Quest for Support, Resources, and Rewards

Since the 1970s, when interdisciplinary research and programs began their
current ascent on college and university campuses, scholars and researchers
have focused intently on the institutional context for interdisciplinary scholar-
ship (for example, Newell 1975; Newell, Saxberg, and Birnbaum 1975; Birn-
baum 1979; Rossini and Porter 1981; Porter 1983; Russell and Sauer 1983; Teich
1986; Klein 1990). Typically the departmental structure of the university and
institutional reward systems are considered major barriers to interdisciplinar-
ity since they presumably are based on disciplinary models of research and
teaching. Rossini and Porter (1981) observed some general agreement in the
literature about influences on interdisciplinary research. Most studies identi-
fied internal factors, such as project management and team communication,
as well as external factors, such as university structures and funding constraints
(see Newell, Saxberg, and Birnbaum 1975; Birnbaum 1979; and Hattery’s 1986
review of the literature).

For some the university promises “a ready and ideal setting for interdisci-
plinary research efforts” (Baldwin and Faubion 1975, p. 4). Among its advan-
tages are the availability of “hard money” and the resultant flexibility and op-
portunity to initiate projects that might not be funded by outside sources; the
opportunity to create interdisciplinary project teams on an ad hoc basis; the
availability of a pool of disciplinary experts to work on interdisciplinary research
projects; and an environment in which academic experts have the freedom to
choose their research projects and collaborators without administrative or other
approval. However, while some perceive the university setting as a catalyst to
interdisciplinary research, others see faculty members’ freedom to pursue their
own research interests as tempered by structures, policies, and practices that
value disciplinary contributions to knowledge over interdisciplinary ones (Kast,
Rosenzweig, and Stockman 1970; Birnbaum, Newell, and Saxberg 1979). Many
focus on the potential barriers to interdisciplinarity (see, for example, Kast,
Rosenzweig, and Stockman 1970; Nilles 1976; Birnbaum 1981b; Gold and Gold
1983; Porter and Rossini 1985; Petrie 1986; Hurst 1992). When Newell (1975)
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generated a ranking of issues from the literature on interdisciplinary research
management, university structure was one of the ten most frequently men-
tioned problems facing interdisciplinary research. Even today the departmen-
tal structure is consistently identified as one of the most significant constraints
on interdisciplinary research. The basic concept of interdisciplinary research,
it is argued, conflicts with the single disciplinary orientation of academic de-
partments. During the heyday of discussion about interdisciplinary research,
as opposed to interdisciplinarity in general, a typical view appeared to be that
“High quality interdisciplinary research is performed in spite of the traditional
university environment, not because of it . . .” (Nilles 1976, p. 160).

Has this picture changed in the twenty or more years that have elapsed
since the early studies of interdisciplinary research were conducted? Perhaps.
Federal agencies such as the National Science Foundation have encouraged
the development of interdisciplinary research programs and centers. Despite
some setbacks interdisciplinary programs such as women’s studies, area stud-
ies, and cultural studies have increased in number on college and university
campuses. Have the attitudes of faculty and administrators changed as well? In
1970 Kast, Rosenzweig, and Stockman contended that the university structure
of schools, colleges, departments, and divisions made interdisciplinary efforts
difficult and often led to competition among disciplines. In 1992, in a study of
faculty involved in environmental studies teaching and research, Hurst still
found this to be a common belief. In a national survey of faculty, conducted in
1989 for the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 75 per-
cent of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that
multidisciplinary work is soft and should not be considered scholarship.
Twenty-five percent either agreed or were neutral on the issue (Boyer 1990).
The question of whether Ph.D.s from interdisciplinary programs will be hired
in the same numbers as their discipline-trained counterparts, however, still
appears to be open (Wilson 1998).

In addition to institutional policies and departmental structures, disciplin-
ary contexts also influence interdisciplinary scholarship. These can be local,
that is, a department of economics can have its own particular ways of seeing
and being, or national, as in the case of the professional associations of the
individual disciplines. A poststructuralist approach encourages examination of
disciplinary cultures and directs our attention to primary patterns of behavior
that reflect deeply embedded values, beliefs, and assumptions. Some research-
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ers differentiate culture from climate, a more specific construct that is defined
as common perceptions regarding various organizational phenomena (Allaire
and Firsirotu 1984) and that has a particular referent, for example, the climate
for interdisciplinary research (Schneider and Rentsch 1988). The difference is
important, researchers argue, because while culture represents closely held
values that continue over time, climate is more transient—as changes occur in
an organization, participants’ perceptions of the climate of that organization
may change as well (Peterson and White 1992). In view of these distinctions,
disciplines are cultures that exert relatively strong and embedded influences
on faculty. Institutional phenomena such as policies or administrative support
are elements of institutional climate because they are more malleable and tran-
sient.

Climate is generally conceptualized as a product of individual percep-
tions of an institutional context “that are learned through processes involving
actual interactions with environments, social influences, vicarious learning
experiences, self-reflection, and insight” (James, James, and Ashe 1990, pp.
41–42). These perceptions tend to be shared by individuals who have internal-
ized an institutional norm such as research productivity or an emphasis on
teaching, but because they are personally constructed, individuals within the
same work environment may differ in how they experience a particular
phenomenon. Individual perceptions of the institutional climate for interdis-
ciplinarity, then, can vary considerably within the same environment, and in-
dividual faculty will make different assessments of whether their work environ-
ment is personally beneficial to them.

Climate has both behavioral and normative aspects (Peterson and Spen-
cer 1990). The institutional climate for interdisciplinary research therefore
consists of patterns of faculty behavior related to interdisciplinary research and
faculty perceptions of the climate for such research, particularly their percep-
tions of the attitudes of their departmental and disciplinary peers toward inter-
disciplinary research. Probing individuals’ perceptions of the institutional cli-
mate for interdisciplinary scholarship may provide insights into the influence
of this context on faculty who do interdisciplinary work. Researchers interested
in interdisciplinarity have explored three sources of perceptions related to cli-
mate: administrative support, institutional resources, and reward systems.

Studies of administrative support for interdisciplinary research are limited
both in quantity and focus. The few studies assessing administrative support
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concentrate exclusively on research universities and the interdisciplinary cen-
ters and institutes that they sponsor. Although they are dated, they offer guid-
ance to researchers and observers of interdisciplinarity today. In a study of re-
search administrators at top research universities, Saxberg, Newell, and Mar
(1981) concluded that central research administration officials did not actively
encourage interdisciplinary research. Postsecondary faculty, most of these ad-
ministrators believed, should be free to pursue their own lines of research with-
out administrative interference: “Entrepreneurial, creative, and good faculty
researchers were seen as automatically defining their academic life around
research and therefore successful in obtaining funding for their research.
Those who are already thus involved do not need further support beyond that
of grants and contract administration . . .” (Saxberg, Newell, and Mar 1981, p.
34). Offices of grants and contracts tended to reflect the same orientation to-
ward research support as their central administrations, confirming earlier find-
ings by Ikenberry and Friedman (1972) that administrative superiors, other po-
tentially influential university figures, and even advisory committees did not
typically shape the activities or program objectives of interdisciplinary research
centers or institutes.

Saxberg and his colleagues, however, found a minority view among the
interviewed representatives of university central research administration. Some
representatives believed in providing strong direction to research activities, in-
cluding deliberate encouragement of interdisciplinary research through the
use of seed money and other funding in support of preproposal and proposal
activities. The offices run by these administrators tended to distribute informa-
tion from funding agencies to faculty and to attempt to match faculty profiles
to requests for proposals. Only in a few instances did university officials at-
tempt to determine what type of research activities were in the best interests of
the university. The university environment “was generally characterized by a
lack of university policies to guide or direct interdisciplinary research” (Sax-
berg, Newell, and Mar 1981, p.40). Perceptions of support for interdisciplinary
research and teaching, however, may be an important element of institutional
context. For example, in a survey of University of Southern California faculty
who participated in interdisciplinary research, Nilles (1976) found a major
impetus to further participation was faculty members’ perception that the uni-
versity administration was favorable toward such research.

Although political and market influences may be eroding it, the norm of
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faculty autonomy is still strong in U.S. colleges and universities, and it is likely
that administrative oversight of research is much the same today as twenty years
ago. Still, institutional leadership may also be an important force in enabling
interdisciplinary research. Russell and Sauer (1983) claim that effective leader-
ship for interdisciplinarity may consist of explicitly allowing time for nonde-
partmental research, facilitating linkages among departments, encouraging
communication concerning interdisciplinary research and teaching opportu-
nities among department heads, and generously recognizing effective
interdepartmental efforts. Similarly university incentives can have a positive
influence on interdisciplinary activities. Endorsing interdisciplinarity and insti-
tuting policies that permit interdepartmental flexibility in grant accountability
are additional ways that university incentives can augment initiatives for inter-
disciplinary research. Institutional leadership can also encourage interdiscipli-
nary teaching through incentives. Course development funds or release time
ease the burden of creating interdisciplinary courses and programs. Funds for
travel to interdisciplinary workshops and conferences allow faculty to meet with
individuals who are knowledgeable about their subject matter and share peda-
gogical strategies for presenting interdisciplinary material. Sponsorship for in-
terdisciplinary teaching forums where faculty can discuss concerns, strategies,
and problems associated with interdisciplinary teaching can also be a sign of
administrative support.

Most major universities have the breadth of talent within their faculties to
provide expertise for many kinds of interdisciplinary research activities. Labo-
ratory, library, and computing facilities are not typically problematic either,
although restriction of financial resources and uncertainty about their con-
tinuation are major constraints on staffing of interdisciplinary research projects
(Epton, Payne, and Pearson 1985). Financial constraints may limit travel to
conferences and other institutions and other information-gathering activities.
Such restrictions may inhibit successful research. Blau (1973), Pelz and
Andrews (1976), and Reskin (1977) observed that the amount of collegial ex-
change and interaction among colleagues appeared to be related to individual
research performance. These constraints can also hinder the activities of inter-
disciplinary research teams.

Conflicts over physical resources may be detrimental as well. Some inter-
disciplinary research projects require an easily accessible location in which to
conduct interactive, interdisciplinary work (Nilles 1976). This minor but some-
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times important factor can inhibit intragroup processes in universities where
different disciplines are located on different parts of the campus (Epton, Payne,
and Pearson 1983). Solving the problem is not inherently difficult, but it is less
often achieved than may be desirable. Researchers are often responsible for
this difficulty as they are reluctant to give up their location, and their identity
with the parent discipline, but provision of duplicate space to those involved
in interdisciplinary research is often an administrative problem, especially for
small and untried programs (Nilles 1976).

Epton, Payne, and Pearson (1983) noted that friction over administrative
and financial control can develop between the university and affiliated orga-
nized research units (ORUs). Moreover the university environment is itself a
constraint on ORUs, which have, over time, developed their own power and
influence bases. These institutes can offer financial and other inducements to
top graduate students and thereby directly compete with the host institution.
In addition very large and well-established ORUs can offer careers and work-
ing conditions that are better than those offered by smaller ORUs.

Interdisciplinary teams can also flourish in institutions where policies fa-
cilitate departmental sharing of generated resources and conveniently permit
cross-departmental purchase and sharing of equipment, faculty, and graduate
student time (Russell 1990). Policies on departmental sharing in overhead re-
turns from externally sponsored research may additionally encourage interdis-
ciplinary research.

Interdisciplinary educational programs suffer when resources are con-
strained. In many institutions interdisciplinary programs borrow their faculty
from discipline-based departments; a half- or full-time director is responsible
for finding suitable individuals to teach program courses. Departments can
supply or not supply faculty, based on their own teaching needs. This situation
is alleviated if faculty from particular departments are contractually affiliated
with interdisciplinary programs. Interdisciplinary team teaching also creates a
resource-related accounting problem: how to determine the teaching load for
a team-taught course (Davis 1995). Institutions have established various proce-
dures for counting faculty effort in these courses, but these may create other
problems. For example, some institutions calculate course loads on the basis
of course enrollment. If a course taught by two individuals enrolls twenty stu-
dents, each faculty member is assumed to be responsible for half of the stu-
dents. However, the increased preparation and implementation time required
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by interdisciplinary courses in order to integrate and coordinate materials,
teaching activities, and evaluation suggest that this may not be a fair assess-
ment of the effort put forth by the faculty.

While rewards are often considered the purview of the department, it is
typically the higher administration, rather than the department, that structures
reward policies, oversees their implementation, and gives final approval to de-
partmental decisions on hiring, promotion, and tenure. Departmental col-
leagues, of course, have considerable input, but rarely are departmental deci-
sions that conflict with institutional policies and practices upheld. In a review
of the literature on interdisciplinary research, Birnbaum, Newell, and Saxberg
(1979) documented the common perception that the traditional university re-
ward structure inhibits interdisciplinary research. Although the probability of
reward or loss of it is surely influential, studies of faculty motivation indicate
that rewards are not the sole predictor of engagement in interdisciplinary re-
search. In a review of more than three dozen studies, Finklestein (1984) con-
cluded that personal standards of performance, rather than reward systems or
perceptions of payoffs, were the primary determinants of what faculty did with
their time. Similarly Blackburn and Lawrence (1995) found considerable sup-
port for their motivation-based framework for understanding faculty behavior.
They contended that (1) faculty do what they think they are good at doing; (2)
devote energy to what interests them; and (3) engage in activities in which
they believe they can influence outcomes. Individual predilections, prefer-
ences, and perceptions appear to be more powerful than reward systems in
influencing faculty behavior.

Although faculty may subscribe to internalized standards, the influence
of institutional context on faculty work should not be ignored. Blackburn and
Lawrence argued that social support influences the behavior of faculty mem-
bers; the intellectual climate—that is, the atmosphere in which faculty work—
can reinforce an individual’s decision to pursue a theory, pedagogical notion,
or line of inquiry. For example, several studies across disciplines support the
relationship between intellectual climate and publication e.g., Braxton 1983;
Over 1982; Reskin 1978; and Parsons and Plat 1968).

In considering the role of discipline in interdisciplinary scholarship, it is
easy to focus on the potential snags in the process. Researchers also have a
tendency to direct their attention to that part of the process that requires the
most visible and/or intensive efforts. As a result researchers and theorists alike
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often suggest that overcoming the differences in language and methods among
the disciplines is critical to the success of interdisciplinary work. And although
the notion that faculty need to recognize and perhaps even reorganize their
cognitive frameworks to do interdisciplinary work is often emphasized, there
has been little exploration of the ways that faculty learn about the other disci-
plines in order to do interdisciplinary work. Focusing on disciplinary differ-
ence, and on the sciences, also leads to a focus on collaboration as the norma-
tive form of interdisciplinarity. While some interdisciplinary teaching and
research is collaborative, individuals can also pursue interdisciplinary research
or teaching projects. Although there is no division of labor, fundamental
epistemic differences, if they exist between or among disciplines that contrib-
ute to the project, must still be negotiated. Few beyond those interested in
interdisciplinary team projects have asked how we should portray interdiscipli-
nary processes of research and teaching. Although we assume that faculty ne-
gotiate spaces in which to accomplish interdisciplinary work, we have not ex-
amined the art or science of negotiation. And while Kuhn’s theory of paradigms
appeals to some, there is a need for more conscious attention to the reality of
multiple paradigms and how these can help us better understand why and
how faculty engage in scholarship. For example, what, if any influence, does
paradigm have on how faculty select topics for interdisciplinary teaching or
research projects, on their choice of collaborators, and on the level of success
and satisfaction they experience?

Faculty Learning and Faculty Rewards

Discussions of institutional and disciplinary barriers to interdisciplinarity
tend to focus on their impact on tangible scholarly outcomes, for example, on
publications or project reports (for example, Heathington, Cunningham, and
Mundy 1978; Birnbaum 1983; Russell 1983; Russell and Sauer 1983). In studies
of interdisciplinary research projects outcomes were typically conceptualized
as dependent variables, a by-product of researchers’ desire to identify factors
that predicted the success of interdisciplinary team projects (see, for example,
Birnbaum 1977; Birnbaum, Newell, and Saxberg 1979; Stewart 1980). Until
recently, intellectual outcomes of interdisciplinary scholarship were left virtu-
ally unexamined. The few empirical studies examining cognitive factors
have included them as independent variables that influence, rather than are
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influenced by, interdisciplinary activity (for example, Robertson 1981). An
exception, Thorburn’s (1985) study of faculty in an interdisciplinary general
education program, revealed that faculty who taught interdisciplinary general
education courses reported increased vitality, new collegial relationships, in-
tellectual stimulation, increased tolerance or respect for other disciplines, and
the use of new teaching strategies. Newell (1998) noted that studies of interdis-
ciplinary courses claim that students experience a range of cognitive outcomes,
such as critical and creative thinking, contextual understanding, coping with
complexity, receptivity to new ideas, tolerance of ambiguity, willingness to
challenge assumptions, and the ability to shift perspectives, to synthesize, and
to integrate. It seems likely that faculty will also experience outcomes related
to ways of thinking and, perhaps, to their disciplines. For example, the adop-
tion of a new methodology or theory might call into question epistemological
commitments and changes in disciplinary perspectives might follow.

Petrie (1986) argued that to do collaborative interdisciplinary research or
to participate in an interdisciplinary teaching team, collaborating faculty must
learn something about the discipline(s) of the other member(s) of their re-
search or teaching team. Strike and Posner’s (1982, 1985, 1992) model of con-
ceptual change defines learning as an interaction between an individual’s ex-
periences and his or her current conceptions and ideas. These conceptions
serve as frameworks for understanding and interpreting information that is
gathered through experience and for judging the validity and adequacy of so-
lutions to problems. They can also, however, result in difficulties when indi-
viduals perceive discrepancies between experience and current beliefs. As
Pintrich, Marx, and Boyle (1993) noted, a paradox exists for the learner: “On
the one hand, current conceptions potentially constitute momentum that re-
sists conceptual change, but they also provide frameworks that the learner can
use to interpret and understand new, potentially conflicting information” (p.
170).

Strike and Posner postulated that an individual’s conceptual ecology—the
constellation of conceptions that organize his or her thinking about particular
topics and the world—influences selection of a new conception. Following
Toulmin’s (1972) metaphor, conceptual ecology is based on the belief that
people’s ideas or concepts are the result of a process of natural selection.
Hewson and Hewson (1984) explained:
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The intellectual environment in which a person lives (including cultural
beliefs, language, accepted theories, as well as observed facts and events)
favours the development of some concepts and inhibits the development
of others. Thus the intellectual environment acts as an ecological niche.
Conceptual ecology involves a dynamic interaction between a person’s
knowledge structures and the intellectual environment in which he or
she lives. (p. 5)

When a new conception is introduced into an existing conceptual ecol-
ogy, it can be incorporated either by assimilation or by accommodation. As-
similation, according to cognitive-structuralist theorists, occurs when an
individual’s existing conceptions about a topic are not fully developed and new
information can be readily incorporated with existing ideas. For faculty a new
theory still in its early stages might be an example of an idea that is not fully
developed. Accommodation, in contrast, occurs when new conceptions come
into conflict with well-developed conceptions.* Accommodation is a more
radical kind of incorporation in which central commitments are modified or
reorganized.†

Although conceptual change theory seems to explain how individuals’
ways of thinking about particular phenomena might change, it does so by fo-
cusing primarily on an internal process—cognition—and backgrounds the so-
cial context in which learning takes place. Yet the schemata that individuals
test new conceptions against are themselves social constructions (Resnick
1991). They are influenced by the kinds of beliefs and reasoning schema that
are available to the individual in his or her surrounding culture—what Hewson
and Hewson called the intellectual environment and what some researchers
and theorists interested in the sociocultural aspects of cognition refer to as dis-
course communities. Within cultures discourse communities share preferred
ways of thinking, speaking, and writing. Disciplinary communities are one kind

*Although Strike and Posner borrowed the term accommodation from Piaget, they disavow any
commitment to his theories. See Posner, Strike, Hewson, and Gertzog 1982, p. 212.
†The difference between assimilation and accommodation is largely one of degree; the extent of
change in the learner’s framework that occurs in a given situation is less important than the fact
that new conceptions are understood, judged, and acquired or rejected within the context of an
existing conceptual framework. Generally individuals will not replace an old conception with a
new one unless the old conception is considered inadequate.
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of discourse community and as such are repositories of beliefs and reasoning
schemata. They also provide the community standards that are typically used
to judge the quality of new ideas. Collaboration among individuals from dif-
ferent disciplines occurs within the context of different discourse communi-
ties—and disciplinary communities may only be one of these. The collabora-
tion itself is also a social setting influencing the conduct and cognition
that occur between or among the individuals engaged in the collaboration. If
learning occurs in the intersection of the social and the cognitive, then we
must consider how social contexts are integral to interdisciplinary (and disci-
plinary) learning.

Ethnographic and sociological analyses of the construction of scientific
theories (Knorr-Cetina 1981; Latour 1986; Mulkay, Potter, and Yearly 1983) in-
dicate that scientific collaboration shares most of the features of everyday, in-
formal interaction, including the act of negotiating meanings through conver-
sation. Research also demonstrates that interactions of many kinds can
promote conceptual change. Investigations of classroom teaching have shown
that over time students’ cognitive structures become more similar to the con-
tent structures of the courses that they take (Shavelson 1972; Geeslin and
Shavelson 1975; Fenker 1975; Stasz, Shavelson, Cox, and Moore 1976). These
cognitive structures also become more like those of the instructor who teaches
the course (Gorodetsky and Hoz 1985; Naveh-Benjamin et al. 1986; Thro 1978).
The increasing similarity over time suggests that as a student learns more about
a topic, she adjusts her cognitive structure or conceptual framework to reflect
her expanded knowledge of the topic or phenomena. Faculty who teach an
interdisciplinary course or do interdisciplinary research, either individually or
in collaboration, may experience similar kinds of conceptual change. How are
the operative social contexts implicated in this change?

Interdisciplinary scholarship may expand an individual’s intellectual rep-
ertoire or disciplinary framework when theories, methods, analogies, and con-
cepts are borrowed from other disciplines. But borrowing might also result in
modifications of disciplinary perspectives. Research on the intellectual out-
comes of interdisciplinary research and teaching might establish whether such
changes in disciplinary perspectives are common or rare. It may also shed light
on whether different levels of engagement with interdisciplinary work are asso-
ciated with different kinds of outcomes for faculty, that is, are some faculty
“more interdisciplinary” than others as a result of significant engagement in



creating interdiscipl inarity54

interdisciplinary research and/or teaching? Research could also help answer a
number of questions about epistemology, social contexts, and intellectual out-
comes: How does epistemology influence engagement in interdisciplinary
scholarship? How do faculty reconcile disciplinary and interdisciplinary ways
of thinking? What kinds of social interactions are most influential in produc-
ing interdisciplinarity? How does interdisciplinary scholarship influence fac-
ulty beliefs about the academic enterprise in general, about research, instruc-
tion, and about what faculty teach?

It is commonly assumed that interdisciplinary scholarship does not garner
institutional or disciplinary rewards. Yet there appears to be increased interest
in interdisciplinary research and teaching. Expectation and motivation theo-
ries suggest that faculty who pursue interdisciplinary approaches to research
and/or teaching do so because they see some advantage or benefit in this
choice. Research on what faculty think they gain from interdisciplinary work
would be helpful in sorting this out. Does interdisciplinarity help faculty
achieve personal research, teaching, or other goals? Questions about rewards
again raise questions about contexts. How do institutional actors who govern
hiring, promotion, and tenure view interdisciplinary scholarship? How is in-
terdisciplinarity viewed at different kinds of institutions, for example, research
universities or liberal arts colleges, and how might this influence faculty work?
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Chapter

Profiling
Interdisciplinarity

3
To gather information on the processes, contexts, and out-
comes of interdisciplinarity, I interviewed thirty-eight col-
lege and university faculty who had engaged in interdisci-
plinary scholarship in the two years prior to the study.*
Following the definition of interdisciplinarity developed by
the Center for Educational Research and Innovation, dis-
cussed in chapter 1, I included individuals with a wide array
of interdisciplinary experiences, both formal and informal.
Formal activities were defined as participation in interdisci-
plinary teaching or research projects on an individual or col-
laborative basis. Informal activities included participation
in interdisciplinary colloquia, symposia, workshops, or con-
ferences or participation in such activities in a discipline
other than the home discipline, self-defined by the faculty
member but typically the doctoral degree discipline.

A good example of an informal interaction is participa-
tion in a faculty workshop in which individuals share syl-
labi for prospective interdisciplinary courses. Depending on
the intensity of the discussion or the openness of the faculty
member to change, discussions with colleagues who look at
a given topic through different disciplinary, or interdiscipli-
nary, lenses might motivate a search for new sources of in-
formation, experimentation with different pedagogical tech-

*A more detailed description of the study design and procedures can be
found in the appendix.
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niques, or reading in related disciplines. Participation in informal interdiscipli-
nary activities therefore can reflect substantial engagement with an interdisci-
plinary topic. For most faculty, even attending a conference that only lasts a
few days is preceded by a longer period of engagement prior to the decision to
attend since in most institutions limited travel funds make casual conference-
going rare. Similarly even regular attendance at a campus seminar requires a
commitment of time and mental energy that faculty with heavy research and/
or teaching responsibilities cannot make lightly. Furthermore it is impossible
to know a priori from the type of interaction how intense the engagement with
interdisciplinarity is. Formal activities such as joint teaching assignments may
not require faculty members to adjust disciplinary perspectives, while sustained
engagement in an interdisciplinary seminar may have a profound effect on
ways of thinking.

Participation in an informal activity such as an interdisciplinary faculty
seminar, conference, or institute was the minimum requirement for inclusion
in the study, but the majority of informants participated in both kinds of inter-
disciplinary interaction. Thirteen reported that they participated in informal
activities; nine reported that they participated on a regular basis over an ex-
tended period of time. Several served as directors of such seminar programs,
which included topics in the sciences, social sciences, and humanities. The
majority of informants who participated in interdisciplinary seminars, confer-
ences, or institutes also had interdisciplinary teaching or research experience.
All but six of the thirty-eight informants taught at least one interdisciplinary
course in the two years prior to the study.* Of these informants twenty taught
at least one course through an interdisciplinary academic program; others de-
scribed their interdisciplinary teaching as occurring within their home depart-
ment. Of the twenty who taught in interdisciplinary programs, most taught in
undergraduate programs that grant baccalaureate degrees such as women’s
studies, black studies, and urban studies. A few taught in interdisciplinary pro-
grams such as international studies that do not grant degrees but offer minor
concentrations to undergraduates. Three informants taught in an interdisci-

*A 1998–1999 survey of 33,785 faculty at 378 American colleges and universities found that 36.6
percent of faculty reported teaching an interdisciplinary course in the past two years. A summary
of the survey results were published in the report “The American College Teacher,” available
from the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of California, Los Angeles (Sax,
Astin, Korn, and Gilmartin 1999).
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plinary graduate program. These programs did not grant advanced degrees;
rather students were enrolled in other degree-granting programs but took
courses and participated in research through the program. Nearly half of the
informants who said they taught at least one interdisciplinary course also team
taught such a course with a colleague from another discipline.*

Several informants who taught in degree-granting programs described
their role in moving those programs from their original status as minors to
degree-granting programs with undergraduate majors. A number served as di-
rectors of these programs: two of the individuals who taught in interdiscipli-
nary graduate programs at one time directed those programs while four of the
individuals teaching in undergraduate programs served as directors. Three in-
dividuals were directors of special programs that they defined as interdiscipli-
nary; these included general education, critical thinking, writing across the
curriculum, and institutional honors programs. Although I had not anticipated
that service activities would constitute a category of interdisciplinary interac-
tion, several participants noted that they served on interdisciplinary program
committees. About one-third of the informants served at varying times as mem-
bers of committees that conceptualized or monitored programs such as black
studies, urban studies, and environmental studies.

Twenty-two of the thirty-eight informants were full-time university faculty:
twelve were affiliated with a research I university, and ten were affiliated with a
doctoral I university. Sixteen informants held full-time faculty positions at two
selective liberal arts colleges: nine were affiliated with one institution, seven
with the other. These informants were not the only individuals on their cam-
puses who were identified as having engaged in interdisciplinary interactions;
they are those who were selected and contacted and who agreed to participate.
See Table 3.1 for a profile of faculty informants.

In developing the sample I also considered informant characteristics such
as tenure status, gender, race/ethnicity, and disciplinary affiliation that may
influence participation in interdisciplinary scholarship. Several studies (for
example, Nilles 1976; Birnbaum 1981; Hurst 1992) suggest that untenured fac-
ulty are wary of involvement in interdisciplinary research because it is not well
regarded by departmental and institutional hiring, promotion, and tenure com-
mittees. The difficulty that I encountered in identifying untenured faculty who

*In a few cases team-taught courses involved three or more individuals from different disciplines.
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Table 3.1
CHARACTERISTICS OF STUDY INFORMANTS

Percent
Number of Sample

Men 20 52.6%
Women* 18 47.4%

Total 38 100%

White 34 89.5%
Ethnic Minority**   4 10.5%

Total 38 100%

Rank
Assistant Professor  5 13.2%
Associate Professor 15 39.5%
Full Professor 18 47.4%

Employing Institution
Research University 12 31.6%
Doctoral University 10 26.3%
Liberal Arts College 16 42.1%

Doctoral Institution
Research I University 35 92.1%
Research II University 2  5.3%
Doctoral I University 1  2.6%

Doctoral Discipline***
Natural/physical Science 10 26.3%
Social Science 20 52.6%
Humanities  8 21.1%

* In 1998–1999 women accounted for 36 percent of full-time faculty in U.S. colleges and
universities (Magner 1999).

** In 1998–1999 members of ethnic minority groups accounted for less than 10 percent of
the full-time faculty in U.S. colleges and universities (Magner 1999).

*** In 1998–1999 approximately 20 percent of all faculty were affiliated with natural and
physical sciences departments, 18 percent with social sciences departments, and 26
percent with humanities departments. Faculty in other areas, such as agriculture or
forestry, engineering, and health-related fields, accounted for the remainder (Magner
1999).
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were doing interdisciplinary work may attest to this fact although it is also pos-
sible that assistant professors were less well known to administrators and fac-
ulty members who were asked for nominations. Six informants were assistant
professors without tenure. Eighteen informants were full professors, and all
fourteen associate professors were also tenured. In the general faculty popula-
tion, 55 percent of faculty were tenured; 86 percent of the faculty informants
in this study were tenured.

One study of interdisciplinarity (Robertson 1981), as well as studies of col-
laboration among women faculty (for example, Cameron and Blackburn 1981;
Hood 1985, Wong and Sanders 1985), suggests that gender may influence par-
ticipation in interdisciplinary research. Identifying female faculty was easier
than I imagined, given their underrepresentation in faculty ranks in selective
colleges and universities in the U.S.* Women faculty accounted for eighteen
out of thirty-eight informants, nearly half, and the ease with which they were
identified may be the result of the growth of interdisciplinary women’s studies
programs on college and university campuses. Thirteen of the eighteen women
informants taught at least one interdisciplinary course through a women’s stud-
ies program. In addition to research or teaching focused on women, however,
many women informants also conducted interdisciplinary scholarship in their
home discipline or were associated with interdisciplinary programs such as
environmental studies or black studies. Some of the thirteen had ended their
association with women’s studies programs, others continued their involve-
ment. Many of the twenty male informants in the study were also involved in
interdisciplinary programs, although they tended to affiliate with a greater va-
riety of programs than the women faculty. Male informants taught in a variety
of undergraduate degree programs, such as environmental studies, black stud-
ies, and urban studies, in interdisciplinary graduate programs, and in special
academic programs, such as critical thinking or honors programs.

Academic disciplines can have a profound effect on faculty thinking and
attitudes toward scholarship. Different perspectives are encouraged, or re-
quired, for participation in particular disciplinary communities. I purposefully
limited this study to faculty who had been trained in a liberal arts or science
field rather than a professional field such as business, education, or social work.

*According to “The American College Teacher,” women accounted for 36 percent of all full-
time faculty in U.S. institutions of higher education (Sax et al. 1999).
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There were two reasons for this choice. My interests in the influence of disci-
pline on interdisciplinary work suggested the need to limit the study to infor-
mants trained in a discipline. In addition graduate study in professional fields
is often geared to solving real-world problems and is typically multidisciplinary,
requiring individuals to complete courses taught from a variety of disciplinary
perspectives. Boyer (1990) coined the term the scholarship of application to
describe this form of academic work that focuses on applying knowledge to
“consequential problems” (p. 21). For example, in doctoral programs in educa-
tion, graduate students may take courses in educational psychology, as well as
in the sociology, history, and philosophy of education so they may better un-
derstand student learning and what influences it. This exposure to multiple
disciplinary perspectives may significantly affect attitudes toward scholarship
and toward particular theoretical and methodological approaches. Interview-
ing faculty trained in a single discipline should therefore more clearly reveal
the influence of discipline on interdisciplinarity than interviewing individuals
trained in multidisciplinary fields. In fact multidisciplinary fields such as edu-
cation have often been criticized for their presumed lack of disciplinary rigor
and their inattention to method and theory (for example, Heath 1999, Lage-
mann 1999).

The thirty-eight informants received their doctoral degrees in sixteen dif-
ferent academic disciplines. Ten individuals earned doctorates in natural or
physical sciences disciplines, including biology, botany, chemistry, geology,
physics, and zoology. Twenty earned doctorates in social science fields, includ-
ing anthropology, economics, political science, psychology, and political sci-
ence. Eight individuals held doctorates in humanities areas such as English
literature, history, Romance languages, and philosophy. Compared to the gen-
eral population of faculty, social science faculty are overrepresented in this
sample, and humanities and science faculty are underrepresented.

Within these sixteen disciplines informants specialized in diverse areas.
The political scientists concentrated on constitutional law, organizational
theory, and area studies. Of the philosophers interviewed, one was schooled in
the U.S. analytical philosophy tradition and focused on applied ethics, while
another studied Continental European philosophy—an orientation that is
often situated in opposition to the U.S. analytic tradition—and focused on
postmodernist and critical theory. The psychologists’ training included cogni-
tive psychology, which is largely concerned with the brain, and human devel-
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opment, which is more broadly based. These types of variations can consti-
tute important differences; as Becher (1989) explained, specializations within
fields often have different epistemologies, languages, methods, and foci. Doc-
toral field of study and departmental location, however, were not necessarily
synonymous. A few informants had earned their degree in one field, but were
hired as faculty members in a department with a different disciplinary base.
For example, a political scientist was hired by a sociology department; a zoolo-
gist by a psychology department; a philosopher by a history of art department.
Two individuals were teaching in merged sociology/anthropology departments,
and this required that they teach and advise undergraduates in both disciplines.

A simple, and not entirely inaccurate, model of interdisciplinarity begins
with the assumption that faculty are first trained in a discipline and discover
interdisciplinarity later in their academic careers as they encounter problems
that they cannot solve using disciplinary methods and theories. This linear
progression from disciplinarity to interdisciplinarity is consistent with theories
of conceptual change (for example, Strike and Posner 1985, 1992) that hold
that individuals modify their conceptions when they confront information that
calls previously held beliefs into question. While some faculty described such
encounters with concrete intellectual obstacles, others suggested different
kinds of experiences. For example, some ventured outside their graduate field
of study during their graduate programs, although many noted that their gradu-
ate programs severely restricted taking courses outside the discipline. A few
informants held teaching or postdoctoral research positions in disciplines out-
side their graduate field of study either during or immediately following gradu-
ate school. A number of individuals were first introduced to interdisciplinarity
as an academic option when they were recruited to teach an interdisciplinary
course for an interdisciplinary program such as women’s studies or black stud-
ies. Others, however, claimed to have always thought in an interdisciplinary
way.

Although it now strikes me as naive, I was surprised during the pilot inter-
views for this study when four of the five faculty members whom I interviewed
claimed to always have been interdisciplinary. Their stories had a strong im-
pact on my thinking about where interdisciplinary scholarship fit into faculty
careers and the effects it might have on individual faculty. I wondered whether
this pattern would be maintained in the interviews followed. It was not. The
thirty-eight faculty whom I interviewed reported a variety of interdisciplinary
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experiences and routes to interdisciplinarity, and I offer a sampling of their
early interdisciplinary experiences here. For readers who wish to make con-
nections among quotations, I have assigned a code, located in brackets after
each quotation, that identifies the informant who made the statement. I use
this coding system whenever I directly quote faculty informants.*

Becoming Interdisciplinary

A few informants described themselves as being naturally or always inter-
disciplinary and described intellectual and personal influences that they be-
lieved influenced their commitments to interdisciplinary thinking. These in-
fluences ranged from life on the farm to life in an extended family and from
precollege to graduate school experiences. For example, a historian believed
that interdisciplinarity came naturally to him: “I have never formally ever iden-
tified a place where I made those [interdisciplinary] connections. I think I
have always thought that way” [V]. He described a childhood in which farm
life and religion encouraged him to see the connections between things in the
world rather than their separateness.

I was born on a farm in Virginia; at that level all life is related. Feeding the
chickens and going to school was a continuum of activity. . . . A rural en-
vironment—at some level, it’s so essentialist: if you don’t plant the corn
you will not have crops. I don’t divide the world into separate and distinct
spheres. That certainly speaks, too, at some level, of my religious training.
I was a black fundamentalist—in the church God is not separate and dis-
tinct. As I perceived at that time, it was not something indistinct from the
human being. . . . So, everything is related, everything is there and every-
thing is tangible. . . . So I didn’t sort of come to this. I didn’t have a cathar-
tic experience that happened one day and I figured it out. I think it has
always been there for me. [V]

*To ensure confidentiality, throughout this book I describe informants broadly. It is counterpro-
ductive to mask discipline in a study in which it is central, so I have masked other kinds of
identifying information, such as references to graduate institutions, employing institutions, and
type of institutions, that could be used to identify informants.
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Similarly an assistant professor of psychology attributed her commitment
to interdisciplinary ways of thinking to early experiences, particularly to her
family life:

There’s a way in which I think being in my family—my relationships with
my grandparents, my parents, and other members of my extended fam-
ily—helped me develop a kind of social theory that was interdiscipli-
nary. . . . [T]

Because the explanations of black family life that she encountered in graduate
work conflicted with her personal theories, she not only questioned what she
read, but developed and tested new ways of thinking about the black family.

I really began to position myself and the kinds of questions I was likely to
ask in opposition to a lot of what I was receiving in my graduate training. It
was always clear to me that there was really a huge gap between whatever
kind of social process or phenomena they were talking about and how I
came to understand the world. I knew there was this big theoretical gap
and so mostly everything I did in all of my papers was try to find a way to
understand this particular gap and how would I approach this question
differently given the kinds of issues I was interested in. [T]

Although her experience was not altogether positive, some of her gradu-
ate training did open her eyes to the various perspectives that might help her
understand her chosen area of study: “I did have a couple of powerful courses
that really helped me to recognize that I had interests in history and that even
though my training was in psychology, there was a strong sociological focus to
my work—and that I was also interested in what psychologists were interested
in as well” [T].

Educational experiences in particular seemed to bring the difference be-
tween disciplinary and interdisciplinary thinking into the foreground. For
some, college was a good place to try out interdisciplinary thinking and ex-
plore different disciplines. A psychologist compared the specialized training
he received in graduate school to the learning he did as an undergraduate:
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I do have the feeling—I started having this feeling shortly after I finished
graduate school—that I learned far less in graduate school than I did in
college. In college I learned to write and to think and to read; in graduate
school I learned a lot of specific things, a lot of methodology. I became a
statistics whiz. I learned to use computers. I learned how to do experi-
mental research, how to do literature searches, that sort of thing. But I
didn’t have the feeling that I’d learned that much compared to what col-
lege was about. College was a real intellectual adventure for me. [J2]

A political scientist also appreciated the opportunity to explore and experiment
in college: “I went to [ ] College in the early 70s and it wasn’t explicitly inter-
disciplinary because that sort of discourse hadn’t arrived yet, but basically that’s
what people were encouraging us to do—to be very eclectic.” He described his
senior thesis as “very interdisciplinary” and used it as an example that “even
then . . . I was not really thinking in disciplines” [P].

A botanist described his experiences in a small botany program in a
small New England college, where he believed his interdisciplinary interests
were nurtured.

We all knew each other. There were probably a dozen faculty members. It
was an unusual time in the life of that program, in my own life. . . . Maybe
three or four of us were undergraduates; the rest graduate students—all of
whom became close personal friends. . . . As a group, going through it
together, there was this sense of discovery and excitement. I also got very
interested in geology and took a glacial geology course from a man who is
a wonderful teacher—the chalk glaciers [that he drew on the blackboard]
sort of moved. Each of those experiences in different areas—although, I
could see the connections of those areas—became interesting to me. At
that time I became interested in (a) how plants work; (b) how plants inter-
act with their environment; and (c) the history of the earth. [I1]

Undergraduate experiences, however strong, could be difficult to maintain
once the students became faculty members. A foreign language scholar active
in area studies also attributed her interest in interdisciplinary studies to her
undergraduate training: “I was interested in foreign cultures so that by the time
I came . . . to studying French literature, I came to it through being interested
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in history and politics and current events and geography and Europe, etc.”
[N]. She felt “very alienated” when literary scholars challenged the way fac-
ulty and students had been studying literature and advocated teaching litera-
ture as text, feeling that her interdisciplinary interests had been called into
question.

The botanist quoted earlier suggested that it was a combination of early
childhood experiences and academic interests that created his interdiscipli-
nary approach to scholarship. He talked about growing up in “an academic
family” and about his father, who was also a professor of biology. As a boy he
was “an outdoors sort of kid” who also “read a great deal.”

Among the things that I read were the original Tom Swift novels. And
Tom Swift often traveled around the world to interesting places and the
excuse to go there was often a crazy professor who wanted to collect the
rare frog which was only in the bottom of the Grand Canyon. I have al-
ways been interested in geography. So I think early on, those interests were
important to shaping the sort of career I developed. Although, it wasn’t a
conscious effort on my part—it may well have been subconscious. [I1]

The interdisciplinary questions he tended to ask stimulated an interest in a
variety of subjects during college and graduate school. Some of those subjects
were eventually put to use in interdisciplinary research projects involving cli-
matology.

When I got into college, about the middle of my undergraduate career,
my interests became quite broad. I learned a lot about the ice age and
became quite interested in how people understood the ice age and later
what the ice meant. I became interested in climatology very early. In
graduate school I got a degree in plant ecology with an emphasis on physi-
ology and genetics but I did all the course work for a Ph.D. in meteorol-
ogy which twenty years later is a useful combination for which I can claim
no foresight. I have always been an interdisciplinary sort of person. [I1]

Several informants described undergraduate experiences that allowed
them to challenge disciplinary boundaries and traditional modes of academic
inquiry. An anthropologist talked about being allowed to “move around the
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edge” of anthropology during college. An unusual undergraduate experience
in which she took all the required graduate courses in anthropology and com-
pleted fieldwork led to an equally unconventional graduate experience in
which the question of “what is anthropology” became central: “when I did my
comps, I redesigned them. Instead of doing them in anthropology, I said ‘This
is bullshit to do this in anthropology; it’s political economy . . .” [H1]. These
interests in political economy led her to study the history of labor relations in
multinational businesses. She described her research trajectory as moving
through “social history, but as an anthropologist.” The interdisciplinary nature
of her interests was apparent even as an undergraduate.

In anthropology doing history was almost subversive because it was asking
questions about the construction of reality, the construction of exploita-
tion, the construction of domination—not as something that was natural,
but as something that you can see those in power need. And I think that
kind of perspective has been sort of crucial to doing anthropology of po-
litical economy. So it started as an undergraduate. [H1]

A philosopher/art historian explained the connections—and distinc-
tions—between his undergraduate and graduate studies: “My graduate work
was a very logical extension of the studies that I had been initiated at my un-
dergraduate school in that there was the training in traditional art historical
methodology, formal analysis, intentionalist criticism, doing archival work, et-
cetera.” Once in graduate school, he soon realized that “we can interpret art in
lots of different ways and what you say a work of art means depends on the
perspective from which you are coming to this work of art.” He began to ex-
plore topics from a variety of disciplinary vantage points, and ultimately this
process led to the study of the philosophical bases of critical theory.

I became interested in the various perspectives by which I can understand
works of art. And that led very naturally to some courses in sociology hav-
ing to do with Marxism and Marxist interpretative methods and also to
Continental philosophy—people like Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger,
Derrida—that informed a lot of critical theory I was reading. So I went
from art history informed by these various European philosophical meth-
odologies to studying the European philosophical methodologies.
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Then when I went back to graduate school—there was a hiatus of three
years until I decided what I really wanted to do—I decided I wanted to
keep studying the European tradition that informs these critical method-
ologies. [E]

Several informants were interested in or influenced by critical and inter-
pretative methodologies, whether those of the early critical theorists or more
recent advocates of deconstruction or social contructivism. A political scientist
suggested that her work could be pursued from a number of disciplinary per-
spectives, none more important than any other: “When I applied to graduate
schools I was looking for people who were open to the social construction
of reality and interpretative methods of looking at the world. . . . If I had to do
it over again I might very well have gone to an anthropology department in-
stead” [L].

Role models, typically teachers, were often influential in informants’ de-
cisions to pursue interdisciplinary scholarship. A botanist credited a mentor
with realizing that she needed a graduate program that would nurture her in-
terdisciplinary approach to the study of plants. He strongly urged her to apply
to one specific program because, he argued, she “wouldn’t be happy anywhere
else.” She admitted,

I didn’t know what he was saying then, but that’s what he was saying—that
there would be a responsiveness to this breadth and encouragement of it,
which was true. . . . I think had it been more narrow, I think I would have
said, “Forget this.” I mean, I wouldn’t have continued. I never had a very
focused, narrow interest in botany. [A1]

An anthropologist who classified most of her work as interdisciplinary
talked about the influence of graduate school mentors on her thinking. She
argued that she didn’t learn to do interdisciplinary work; rather interdiscipli-
narity has always been her approach to learning, teaching, and research.

My major mentor [in graduate school] was a symbolic anthropologist. [He
and his wife] would hold seminars where at least half the folks there were
religious studies people or cultural area studies from different parts of the
world. . . . I think I only took that course once for credit but I must have



creating interdiscipl inarity68

sat in six or seven of them, just because it was a learning experience and
you always got something out of it. So I guess my understanding that be-
ing the part of a discipline didn’t mean that you couldn’t do other disci-
plinary things, or other things period. It was always there. It’s just been
part of what I do. [M]

Not every informant who was an early interdisciplinary explorer, however,
could point to positive schooling experiences. Many suggested that gradu-
ate programs expressly discouraged interdisciplinarity. A political scientist re-
called:

One reason that I chose that as a discipline was that I was under the im-
pression that it was a lot more conducive to interdisciplinarity than it
turned out to be. It seemed to me that everything came into play when
you were thinking about politics and political process. But I got to gradu-
ate school and it turned out that they were a lot more hidebound than I
had expected. . . . I was really surprised that there wasn’t more collabora-
tion. . . . And we weren’t encouraged to kind of take classes in other disci-
plines at all. It was just very territorial, but nonetheless, my thesis topic
was pretty interdisciplinary; it was also really an outlier for them. . . . I
[was] sort of moving into history—they [political scientists] like things that
are contemporary with an eye toward predicting what’s going to happen in
the future—so they were horrified and they called me an anthropologist
because I was doing this long fieldwork. [P]

An anthropologist commented:

The anthropology department tended to give us a lot of encouragement
and support, told us that we were the smartest kids on the block, patted us
on our backs, and sent us on our way. And were fairly good about finding
material support. . . . I should also point out—ironically, given what I just
said—the university was extremely unsupportive of any interdisciplinary
effort. You were strongly discouraged from taking classes outside of an-
thropology and having any real involvement with anyone outside of the
field, so in that respect, my thesis was very peculiar. I had two of the four
people from outside anthropology—one philosopher, one psychologist—
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and it probably would have been more problematic had the thesis been
more empirical because there I think the anthropologists might have felt
a little surer of how to evaluate it. But because it was entirely speculative,
they didn’t know what to think. [S]

Another informant was left with a similar impression. An area studies
scholar, she earned her degree in sociology. Her interests in other disciplines,
however, were often hampered during her doctoral program.

[The university] was totally noninterdisciplinary. Rumor had it that one of
the people in my cohort took a course in anthropology and got an “F.” As
hard as it was to believe, it was just that they didn’t want those sociology
students here. . . . So you really had to push and push to get to even take a
course outside your field. They didn’t even want you to even think about
other disciplines. [K1]

According to several informants, graduate school often required that in-
terdisciplinary interests be temporarily suspended. Graduate training has tradi-
tionally been conceptualized as the development of a specialization—and nu-
merous informants appeared to dislike this aspect of their training. A biologist
wistfully recalled his college experiences.

I don’t feel like my graduate training expanded my interests; it rather nar-
rowed them down. . . . In fact, that’s one of the things I liked about my
college, that I had this distribution to fill. I can remember just basically
lying to my ecology professor, who wanted me to take more biology, “Oh,
no, I have to take this for distribution.” I had filled my distributions long
ago. But I remember being very sort of narrowed down by my experience
in graduate school.

He noted that other factors also discourage breadth in graduate training: “You
are on a timeline. You are being supported. They want you to finish. They
don’t want you to take time to take art history and other stuff.” As he reflected
out loud on the experience, he seemed unsure of whether graduate school
had changed his way of thinking: “I think maybe I have rebounded. I don’t
think I was ever really narrowed. I just had to spend my time thinking about
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other things while I was in graduate school. But I don’t know how much I have
really broadened. I am teaching very disciplinarily.” [Z]

A psychologist received a pep talk about the advantages of disciplinary
specialization when he expressed his misgivings about graduate work to a fa-
vorite professor. True to conventions of specialization and depth, his mentor
emphasized the development of mastery and expertise.

When I was preparing to graduate from college and thinking about gradu-
ate school, I decided I would go into experimental psychology. I had a
favorite professor in the humanities division of the college. . . . He was a
philosopher by training and I respected him a lot. I went to see him one
day on another issue and I told him that I was really feeling dismayed. I
can remember the conversation. It went along the lines of: “I’m really
feeling dismayed to be going off to graduate and I have been looking over
what I will be studying and no matter where I go it’s just going to be psy-
chology from morning till night. And you know I really am not sure I’m
going to be happy.” I’d been studying all these different things, although I
was a psychology major. And he said, “Don’t let that worry you. It’s really
necessary that you go and spend four or five years, really, doing one thing,
learning to be really good at one thing.” “But,” he said, “if your thinking is
alive in these other areas, it will just be put on hold for a little while. Trust
me, you’ll get back to it after you’re out. But you really do have to go
through this experience. You can’t be any good if you don’t sit down and
really master something, whether it’s a foreign language or a discipline
like psychology. Whatever, you’ve got to get really expert in one thing.
That’s what graduate school will do for you.” So that made me feel better,
I guess. [J1]

Informants described a variety of school experiences, from grade school to
graduate school, that both encouraged and discouraged interdisciplinarity. For
a few, interdisciplinary role models offered mentoring and support, but the
lack of such support did not necessarily dissuade informants from pursuing
interdisciplinary interests. Likewise there appears to be no correlation between
undergraduate and graduate experiences and propensity for disciplinary or in-
terdisciplinary work. For example, a professor of Romance languages who di-
rected a women’s studies program and categorized her research and teaching
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interests as primarily interdisciplinary described her graduate training as “not
interdisciplinary in any sense” [K]. In comparison an informant who supple-
mented a traditional graduate program in economics with a year of research in
an interdisciplinary institute now pursued an entirely disciplinary line of re-
search. Teaching courses in an interdisciplinary program was his only interdis-
ciplinary activity since graduate school. Although he had a favorable attitude
toward interdisciplinary research and teaching, it had little effect on his own
scholarship, his views of his discipline, or scholarship in general.

Drawing Disciplinary Boundaries

Labeling faculty according to their disciplinary affiliation can obscure im-
portant differences among faculty and lead us to a false sense that we know
what and how a given individual in a particular discipline thinks. Faculty
within the same discipline or field may have very different methodological
preferences, pedagogies, and epistemological commitments. The palpable dif-
ferences between counseling psychologists and clinical psychologists, between
experimental and theoretical physicists, between advocates of quantitative and
qualitative methods in sociology, to provide just a few examples, demonstrate
the commonplace nature of these differences. Despite this researchers fre-
quently aggregate what we know to be loosely knit groups of faculty into broad
categories such as mathematicians, biologists, anthropologists, and so on. We
reify the disciplines even as we acknowledge the depths of the divisions within
them. It is with these inconsistencies in mind that I include a few examples of
faculty members’ contrasting constructions of disciplines and some examples
of how disciplinary assumptions influence faculty members’ understandings
of interdisciplinarity.

Faculty often talked about the boundaries of their discipline—what it in-
cluded and what it excluded—but they rarely defined their discipline. When
informants drew different boundaries around the same discipline, it was a vivid
reminder that the disciplines are socially constructed categories. I therefore
use the word construction rather than definition when referring to informants’
descriptions of disciplines and interdisciplinarity. As I expected, faculty dif-
fered in their perceptions of what constituted interdisciplinary research and
teaching. What one informant labeled as interdisciplinary was dismissed by
another as merely multidisciplinary or even disciplinary. Informants’ construc-
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tions of their disciplines, opinions about what constitutes interdisciplinarity,
and the perceived influence of disciplinary norms on scholarship were mean-
ingful elements of informants’ understandings of interdisciplinarity. In analyz-
ing these accounts I found it helpful to separate research activities from teach-
ing activities. Although the teaching-research dichotomy is problematic
because it masks important connections between the types of scholarly work
that faculty do, temporarily dividing scholarship into these two broad catego-
ries reveals both the unique and common elements of each type of work.

Some informants adhered to a definition of interdisciplinary teaching as
team teaching. For these faculty any course that was taught with a colleague
from a different discipline was interdisciplinary. Furthermore a course that was
not taught by a team of faculty from different disciplines was not interdiscipli-
nary. Other faculty, however, never team taught a course but still considered
all or some of their courses interdisciplinary. Informants also constructed in-
terdisciplinary research in different ways; some thought the disciplines were
the foundation of interdisciplinary research; others did not. An example of con-
flicting constructions emerged during discussions with faculty informants who
taught undergraduate courses in evolution at their respective institutions.
Three of the four individuals who taught evolution, at two institutions, consid-
ered this course interdisciplinary. The individual who did not consider the
evolution course interdisciplinary had nonetheless team taught the course with
a faculty member from another department. She did not, however, consider
the collaborative nature of the course proof of its interdisciplinary character:

I teach a course in ecology and another course in evolution and those are
mainline biology sorts of topics. I team taught the evolution course with
[another faculty member] one year, but that is not really interdiscipli-
nary—he does paleontology, which is evolution in the past. I do evolution
in the present. There wasn’t really any major melding of the disparate
disciplines that was involved. [Z]

If paleontology is evolution of the past, and evolution is mainline biology,
then paleontology, which is simply evolution in the past, is a subfield of biol-
ogy, at least according to this individual. Compare this statement with that of
another informant who also taught evolution:
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Geology includes within it, by its definition, the study of the earth and the
history of the earth. There are geophysicists who are essentially doing phys-
ics of the earth, geochemists doing chemistry of the earth, and paleontolo-
gists doing biology of the past and evolution. Those are all very different
fields. Evolution, for example, is a field that has paleontologists and biolo-
gists. We talk about biological issues, but the paleontologists are the ones
that have to extract the data from the earth itself. [L1]

He defines evolution as a field that requires contributions by both biologists
and paleontologists; it is an interdisciplinary field. Later he pointed to differ-
ences in goals and methods that distinguished the sciences used in the field of
geology:

There are many people here who consider the natural sciences as a disci-
pline and biochemistry or geophysics is not what they mean by interdisci-
plinary. But . . . there are different methods that are used in, say, physics.
Physics is not an historical science; geology is. We develop a narrative,
often of a series of events in earth’s history, and to do that we need to use
the tools of physics, chemistry, and biology. So, I see there are fundamen-
tal differences in the way in which we work and our goals. [L1]

Answering the question of whether evolution is a subfield of biology or an
interdisciplinary field is less important for my purposes than acknowledging
the existence of multiple constructions of the disciplines and understanding
why these different perspectives exist. One reason for the existence of multiple
perspectives, even in fields where there is a high level of consensus on ques-
tions and methods, is that there are no indisputable rules for deciding what is
and what isn’t disciplinary. In the absence of clear guidelines, individual fac-
ulty make judgments by constructing their own sets of more or less restrictive
boundaries. Sometimes boundaries intersect and disciplines share areas of
overlap. These intersections also change over time, thus complicating the task
of deciding what is and what is not disciplinary. The disciplines expand with
advances in knowledge and in methods. Then they may contract as subfields
break off, establish their own territories and boundaries, and perhaps become
disciplines in themselves. Biochemistry is a case in point; once considered an
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interdisciplinary field of study, it is now often defined as a discipline with its
own content, methods, research community, and norms of scholarship. Revi-
sions of disciplinary boundaries are inevitable since the disciplines themselves
are the products of human thought and imagination.

If faculty cannot be expected to agree about what is disciplinary, neither
can they be expected to agree about what is interdisciplinary, particularly when
most definitions of interdisciplinarity begin with presumption of a disciplinary
structure. However, informants did not necessarily define interdisciplinarity in
counterpoint to disciplinarity; some articulated understandings of interdisci-
plinarity in which the disciplines were not central. The more tightly bound
that notions of interdisciplinarity were to notions of disciplinarity, the more
interdisciplinarity was subjected to a critique that takes disciplinary knowledge
as the model for all knowledge. For example, the informant who did not con-
sider the evolution course to be interdisciplinary remarked:

I don’t call what I do interdisciplinary even though it uses other disci-
plines and it uses my own discipline—whatever those are. Interdiscipli-
nary to me has a more contrived notion to it. Like you go out and break
boundaries and juxtapose things that don’t typically go together. And I
don’t think you have to work at it quite that hard. You should just go out
and get what you need to know or ask the next logical question. [Z]

Despite allusions to the need for flexible disciplinary boundaries and
methodological choices, this individual was concerned that interdisciplinary
projects were often “silly,” “cosmetic,” and “superficial,” “fluff” and “filler.”
The idea that one should just “ask the next logical question,” however, is a
distinctly disciplinary notion. In the natural and physical sciences, where
knowledge is more often arranged sequentially and hierarchically, this is a rea-
sonable strategy. Given this understanding, to “juxtapose” is to ignore the co-
herence of disciplinary categories. In the humanities and social sciences, how-
ever, knowledge tends to be relational rather than hierarchical and there often
is not a “next logical question.” An anthropologist could therefore describe her
work as exciting precisely because of its reliance on “juxtaposing”: “It’s taking
counterintuitive things and juxtaposing them. Not working inside conven-
tional boundaries always, I think, always allows you to do that, but it’s pulling
and pushing the boundaries against one another.” [H1]
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Just as faculty informants had different understandings of interdisciplinary
teaching, they differed with regard to interdisciplinary research. Like the bi-
ologist who described evolution as a disciplinary topic, an associate professor
of chemistry was also reluctant to label himself or his work interdisciplinary.
To me, as an outsider, his accounts of his research in biophysical chemistry
appeared to be textbook definitions of interdisciplinary research: his work re-
lied on substantial understanding of physical laws, chemical bonds, and bio-
logical functions. Despite the interfaces among disciplines, he defined his work
as disciplinary and offered a very restrictive definition of interdisciplinarity—
one that excluded his work from consideration:

I would define interdisciplinary—and with my definition I probably don’t
fit—as somebody [sic] who actually publishes papers in very different jour-
nals. I don’t. I publish in biochemistry and biophysics journals. I haven’t
published in any physics journal or in a virology journal, let alone history
or something else. [Y]

This individual considered biophysical chemistry a subfield of chemistry and
was therefore able to define his scholarship as disciplinary. This may reflect a
bias in favor of disciplinary research; however, given his enthusiasm for inter-
disciplinary study, such an explanation is incomplete. In this case any disci-
plinary bias must be considered in tandem with his belief that biochemistry
has attained the status of a discipline.

Other individuals were more eager to characterize their work as interdisci-
plinary. At least two of these individuals took a view opposite to that of the
chemist just described. A geologist saw his field as an interdisciplinary mix of
scientific fields.

Geology is almost by definition interdisciplinary. What I do is a combina-
tion of chemistry, biology, and standard geology. To understand fossils I
have to be a biologist; I have worked with living organisms, recently dead
organisms to better understand fossil organisms. Yet I must be a geologist
to place them in their earth history context. And I have to use chemistry to
understand how various rocks are formed and their history through time.
So of all the sciences, geology is probably the one that intersects with more
fundamental sciences: physics, biology and chemistry. [L1]
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A biologist working in the area of cell biology considered her field inter-
disciplinary because it relied on a technology developed by physicists. Prior to
the existence of a powerful instrument, the elements and processes of cells
could not be observed; with the development of electron microscopy, it be-
came possible to look inside the cell. Cell biology is now a well-established
subfield of biology. Like the geologist this biologist argued that her discipline
is interdisciplinary because it relies on contributions from other disciplines, in
this case, the major contribution being a technological one. Although these
claims are arguable, the geologist and the cell biologist both characterized
their research as interdisciplinary. Yet each still defined interdisciplinarity
largely in terms of disciplinary contributions of methods and content to their
fields of study.

Other informants offered explicit or implicit definitions of interdiscipli-
narity that attenuated the relationship between the disciplines and interdisci-
plinary work. Among these faculty were several individuals who were unwill-
ing to define interdisciplinarity for fear that it would limit the scope of their
research and teaching. For example, two humanities faculty believed that a
range of interdisciplinary approaches should and does exist. Their comments
stand in sharp contrast to the restrictive and exclusionary constructions of other
informants.

I think trying to pin down the features that one would associate with inter-
disciplinarity is just part of that general fear of “What is it? We’ve got to
corral it and define it.” I would feel much more comfortable maybe hold-
ing off on a rigid definition because I think there’s a great variety of inter-
disciplinary efforts. [C]

What is interdisciplinarity? I suppose interdisciplinarity is as many things
as disciplinarity is. . . . I hope there isn’t one theory of interdisciplinarity
because that would seem pretty silly to me. [N]

An anthropologist lobbied for a commonsense definition:

I’m not sure how to argue about interdisciplinarity. It means that you have
to go to whatever is out there to help you explain what it is you’re trying to
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explain. If that information is not in your discipline as it’s constructed,
then you go somewhere else. [M]

Informants described a variety of interdisciplinary experiences and ex-
pressed a variety of opinions about interdisciplinarity. Although one of my goals
in this study was to explore the complexity of interdisciplinarity, I also hoped
to reveal some patterns in faculty experiences of interdisciplinarity that would
help us better understand interdisciplinary scholarship, the faculty who pur-
sued it, and their experiences in their institutions and disciplines. In the chap-
ters that follow, I describe and make linkages across these categories of
experience. First, however, I suggest how individual accounts of interdis-
ciplinary scholarship reveal the limitations of previous definitions of inter-
disciplinarity.
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Chapter

Constructing
Interdisciplinarity

4
Most definitions specify the integration of different disci-
plines as the litmus test for interdisciplinarity. In contrast
the definition that guided this study broadly defined inter-
disciplinarity as the interaction of different disciplines. This
definition left the question of integration open and made it
possible to explore informants’ understandings of interdis-
ciplinarity without making assumptions about what these
understandings should entail. While a few informants prof-
fered personal definitions or responded to definitions en-
countered elsewhere, I did not press for these; rather my
strategy was to analyze informants’ accounts of research and
teaching for insights into implicit definitions of interdisci-
plinary research and teaching. This approach had two ad-
vantages. First, it did not assume that faculty who claimed
to do interdisciplinary work agreed that integration of
the disciplines was the defining characteristic of interdisci-
plinary work. For example, faculty might disagree as to
whether the variety of disciplinary perspectives presented
in an interdisciplinary course must be integrated. Second,
it eliminated the possibility that informants might second-
guess themselves, leaving out experiences they might have
considered interdisciplinary had they not been asked for a
definition beforehand.
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Categorizing Interdisciplinary Scholarship

As I read and analyzed the words of informants, I could not avoid compar-
ing their varied descriptions of interdisciplinary work. My first attempts to
understand these differences were driven by the literature, which suggests nu-
merous, often competing, schemes for classifying interdisciplinarity. After fail-
ing to adequately match informants’ understandings of interdisciplinarity with
conceptualizations from the literature, I concluded that a different way of
thinking about interdisciplinary scholarship was needed. Eventually as my
analysis focused on the catalysts that prompted interdisciplinary research and
teaching, and I noted that informants seemed to think about interdisciplinar-
ity as they thought about research design, that is, they let the questions or is-
sues that they wanted to pursue determine their method for pursuing them.
Different kinds of questions led to different kinds of interdisciplinarity. Classi-
fying these resulted in the following typology of interdisciplinary teaching and
research, which is based on the four categories of questions and issues that
faculty in their study pursued:

Informed Disciplinarity
Synthetic Interdisciplinarity
Transdisciplinarity
Conceptual Interdisciplinarity

I labeled this a typology of interdisciplinary scholarship despite my belief that
the first category, informed disciplinarity, as its name suggests, is more disci-
plinary than interdisciplinary in nature. Informants, however, consistently
identified this form of scholarship as interdisciplinary and I have titled the
typology in a way that is consistent with their constructions.

Despite the fact that informants’ scholarship ranged over many different
topics and disciplines, each one’s work could be classified into one of these
categories. Further study of interdisciplinary research and teaching might con-
firm that all interdisciplinary research and teaching can be categorized in this
manner, but it might also suggest additional categories of interdisciplinarity
not described in this study. In Table 4.1 the types of interdisciplinary scholar-
ship are described in terms of the teaching issues and research questions that
characterize them. With the exception of transdisciplinarity (for example,
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Jantsch 1972; Miller 1982), these categories had not been previously identified
or defined.*

In the sections that follow I define these categories and offer examples of
each from informants’ accounts of their research and teaching.

These categories are descriptive, not evaluative; it is not my intention to
suggest a hierarchy by ordering the forms of interdisciplinary scholarship in
this way. The major difference between these forms of scholarship is the type
of question asked, not the extent to which different disciplines are involved or
the merit or desirability of the forms of scholarship. All are accepted and use-
ful ways of asking academic questions.

Defining the Categories of the Typology

Theorists contend that one of the things that distinguishes one discipline
from another is the type of questions considered legitimate to ask. Similarly
types of interdisciplinarity may be best distinguished by the kinds of questions
asked. The suitability of a focus on questions rather than on the level of inte-
gration achieved in teaching or research process or products is supported by
informants’ comments as well. Several faculty noted how learning another dis-
cipline or disciplines had expanded the range of research questions that they
could ask and answer. But these faculty did not simply learn to ask new kinds
of disciplinary questions; instead they identified interdisciplinary questions.

Learning about conditioning has allowed me to ask research questions that
I would not have been able to had I not known about the techniques and
ideas behind reinforcing and punishing things, etc. . . . I basically used a
conditioning procedure to look at how a bird without a hippocampus
might or might not be able to use the sun to learn about space. In my
current experiment I’m looking at how the bird uses the sun compass,
which is an ethological issue. I am performing a brain manipulation,

*After this study was completed, Liora Salter and Alison Hearn (1996) proposed several new
definitions of interdisciplinary research that aligned somewhat with the categories that emerged
from this data. These are discussed later in this chapter.
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which is neuroscience. And I’m using the conditioning procedure to look
at that, psychology. . . . I would not be able to do that if I didn’t have some
expertise in psychology. [D]

In cognitive neuroscience, the questions are all about the relationship be-
tween cognition on one hand and brain on the other. I hadn’t asked those
questions previously. As a result of learning something about this stuff, the
questions I’m asking have changed, moving in the direction of what’s
called neuropsychology. [G1]

I hope what interdisciplinarity does for colleagues and for students is that
same thing it does for me, that is, opening minds and making the ques-
tions more important than the mode of answering them. When I think
about graduate students, for example, I think that one of the things that
interdisciplinary work can do for graduate students is show them that re-
search is not about taking a particular way of analyzing data and making

Table 4.1
TYPES OF INTERDISCIPLINARY SCHOLARSHIP

Type of
Scholarship Teaching Research

Informed Disciplinary courses Disciplinary questions
Disciplinarity informed by other requiring outreach to other

discipline(s) discipline(s)

Synthetic Courses that link Questions that link
Interdisciplinarity disciplines disciplines

Transdisciplinarity Courses that cross Questions that cross
disciplines disciplines

Conceptual Courses without a Questions without a
Interdisciplinarity compelling compelling

disciplinary basis disciplinary basis
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publishable articles out of it. It’s actually about answering questions
or about thinking about how you would go about answering questions
even if you can’t answer them. The questions become really, really impor-
tant. [L]

The following definitions of the categories of the typology focus on the
types of research questions and teaching issues that are central to each type of
interdisciplinary scholarship.

Informed Disciplinarity

The teaching issues and research questions of informed disciplinarity are
essentially disciplinary in nature; that is, they are motivated by a disciplinary
question. In informed disciplinary teaching, faculty make use of examples from
other disciplines to help students make connections between disciplines, but
the use of these examples does not change the focus of the class from one
discipline to another. In research, disciplinary questions may be informed by
concepts or theories from another discipline or may rely upon methods from
other disciplines, but these disciplinary contributions are made in the service
of a disciplinary question. Mere borrowing of methods, theories, concepts, or
other disciplinary components to conduct research or to teach a course is not
sufficient for interdisciplinarity. Only when borrowing is motivated by an in-
terdisciplinary question or issue does scholarship qualify as interdisciplinary.

Synthetic Interdisciplinarity

Synthetic interdisciplinarity occurs when teaching issues and research
questions bridge disciplines. These bridging issues and questions are of two
subtypes: issues or questions that are found in the intersections of disciplines
and issues and questions that are found in the gaps among disciplines. In the
first type of synthetic interdisciplinarity, the issue or question belongs to both
disciplines, in the latter it belongs to neither. In both subtypes the contribu-
tions or roles of the individual disciplines are still identifiable, but the question
posed is not necessarily identified with a single discipline. A synthetic interdis-
ciplinary course might examine historical and legal perspectives on public edu-
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cation. A synthetic interdisciplinary research question might explore the bio-
logical and psychological aspects of human communication.

Transdisciplinarity

Transdisciplinarity is the application of theories, concepts, or methods
across disciplines with the intent of developing an overarching synthesis. It
differs from informed disciplinarity and synthetic interdisciplinarity in that
these theories, concepts, or methods are not borrowed from one discipline and
applied to another, but rather transcend disciplines and are therefore appli-
cable in many fields. The disciplines do not contribute components, but rather
provide settings in which to test the transdisciplinary concept, theory, or
method. Miller (1982) defined transdisciplinary approaches as “articulated con-
ceptual frameworks which claim to transcend the narrow scope of disciplinary
world views and metaphorically encompass the several parts of the material
field which are handled separately by the individual specialized disciplines”
(p. 21). The disciplines therefore become subordinate to the larger framework
(Klein 1990), subsumed under what Newell (1998) calls “superdisciplines,”
such as Marxism or general systems theory. Sociobiology, which applies the
principles of natural selection and evolutionary biology to the study of animal
social behavior, is an example of a transdisciplinary approach. A transdisci-
plinary course might examine how a cybernetic system (an open system with
inputs, throughputs, and outputs of energy and information) could be used to
analyze individual behavior as well as social behavior. Transdisciplinary re-
search might be undergirded by a belief in structuralism, which assumes the
interrelatedness of all things and searches for underlying formal structures.

Conceptual Interdisciplinarity

The final category of interdisciplinary scholarship, conceptual interdisci-
plinarity, includes issues and questions without a compelling disciplinary
basis. These issues and questions can be considered either interdisciplinary or
predisciplinary because they can be answered only by using a variety of disci-
plinary contributions. Conceptual interdisciplinarity often implies a critique
of disciplinary understandings of the issue or question, as in the case of cul-
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tural studies, feminist, and postmodernist approaches. In some cases critique
may be both the motivation and the desired end product of conceptual inter-
disciplinary scholarship. In other cases the critique may be accompanied by
an equally important concern for integration of disciplinary perspectives. A
conceptual interdisciplinary course therefore might focus on the role of reggae
music in affirming the cultural and political identity of postcolonial black Ja-
maicans. A study of domestic roles in medieval England that examines con-
structions of class and gender utilizing contributions from history, political
theory, literature, art history, philosophy, and religion is an example of a con-
ceptual interdisciplinary research project.

Informed Disciplinary Courses

In describing their courses, faculty often talked about how they used ex-
amples from other disciplines to help students achieve a broader picture of the
topic or phenomenon being studied. Some faculty explained that interdiscipli-
nary examples were either necessary or useful for helping students make con-
nections in discipline-based courses. Courses that introduced students to a dis-
cipline sometimes fell into this category of informed disciplinary teaching.

I teach principles [of economics], which may be a little interdisciplinary
in the sense that [the] students don’t have any grounding in economics so
you have to kind of pull out of the other things they know or things they
already know about economics but don’t realize that they know about eco-
nomics. [W]

Similarly a biologist talked about helping students make connections between
biology and physics by providing interdisciplinary examples:

When our biology students take physics, they often don’t understand why.
The reason they don’t understand why is that physics probably does little
to transfer the physics back to biology and we do nothing to receive the
physics back to biology to show it’s relevant. . . . So, when I teach animal
behavior and we talk about the echo location ability of bats and signals
that are in kilohertz, we do a little physics. . . . [Recently] we have been
talking about electric fish. . . . There are two kinds of electric fish: some
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that had their batteries arranged in a series and some of which are in par-
allel, basic ideas in electricity, depending on whether they have a lot of
voltage or a lot of amperage in their charge. And this has to do with
whether they live in salt water or fresh water. So there is a biology [story]
and a nice little physics story that go side by side. [F1]

The extent to which faculty used interdisciplinary examples varied con-
siderably. Some faculty included a few examples in their teaching while oth-
ers claimed to infuse their courses with interdisciplinary contributions. Typi-
cally faculty who said they made many interdisciplinary connections described
themselves, as well as their classes, as interdisciplinary. For example, a histo-
rian saw his approach to history as inherently interdisciplinary.

I don’t approach history as a separate and distinct discipline. I don’t think
you can. . . . I don’t have very rigid categories of what is history, what is
politics, what is sociology, and I couldn’t imagine putting together a course
and not picking the most interesting book on that topic. So even though I
don’t consciously try to put those things together in a course, I find myself
using a history text if I am doing a survey course, but I will grab a novel, I
will grab an anthropology book, I will grab a reader of primary sources. It
just comes very naturally. [V]

A professor of Romance languages shared a similar viewpoint. She argued that
students in her classes have to understand the political context of the literature
they read. She provided this example: “I’ll have them watch the debates going
on Quebec independence, even though they are reading a poem, because I
want to talk about nationalist discourse. You can’t get it in the poem if you
can’t see what’s happening up there on TV” [N]. It is important to note that
these categories apply to particular projects, not to individuals or to their schol-
arship generally. This Romance languages professor also taught women’s stud-
ies courses that would be considered conceptual interdisciplinary courses; the
biologist team taught synthetic interdisciplinary courses. Faculty may use dif-
ferent approaches for different courses, or research projects, depending on the
subject matter and their own goals.

Informed disciplinary courses may be liberally sprinkled with examples
from other disciplines, but these examples are not central to the material pre-
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sented. In the literature courses described above, students read literature, not
political treatises or histories of Quebec, despite the importance of the politi-
cal context. The disciplinary framework may be enhanced by the inclusion of
interdisciplinary examples, but the focus of the course is still on the literature.
One organizational clue to the disciplinary nature of informed disciplinary
courses is that they are not cross-listed between departments.

Informed Disciplinary Research

While informed disciplinary courses were common, examples of informed
interdisciplinary research were much rarer. This may be peculiar to the pool
of informants chosen, but it might also reflect scholarly norms. As one infor-
mant suggested, the depth of understanding that one needs to teach an inter-
disciplinary course is less than that needed to do interdisciplinary research.
Informed disciplinary research was therefore limited to borrowing of disciplin-
ary methods to answer questions posed in another discipline.

A cell biologist considered her research interdisciplinary because the tech-
nology she used was developed by individuals from different disciplines and
was utilized in different disciplines. Although the technology that she borrowed
allowed her to ask more sophisticated questions, the questions and answers
that she described were still solidly within the field of cell biology. She noted
that the field of cell biology was not possible without this technology, saying,
“It’s not important to our field. It is our field. It’s not dissociable.” When she
learned cell biology in graduate school, she used this same technology. “Mi-
croscopy is a well-respected, venerable, ancient tool in cell biology, so that’s
accepted interdisciplinary work. In fact, it is not even considered interdiscipli-
nary anymore, the set of technologies” [R].

Heckhausen (1972) considered the borrowing of analytical tools, such as
mathematical models and computer simulation, pseudo-, or auxiliary, inter-
disciplinarity, depending on the transitory or enduring need for the method.
Here the strong association between the technology and the discipline suggest
a form of auxiliary interdisciplinarity. This categorization, however, ignores
the status of the field of cell biology and the fact that the borrowed tool is used
in the service of a disciplinary question.

In the social sciences, where methods such as survey research, ethnogra-
phy, and narrative are more often shared among disciplines, there were few
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examples of borrowed methods, but at least one informant, a political scientist
doing research in area studies, described his research as a form of interdiscipli-
nary outreach:

My method is to choose, increasingly, a commodity and to look at the
politics of that because the instruments that are used to affect production,
distribution, and growth in production of a particular commodity vary
from commodity to commodity. So my method is to learn about the com-
modity, the nature of the production, learn about the nature of the inter-
ventions and read in a parallel manner the general stuff about politics of
the country and then look for the political explanation of why the inter-
ventions were done the way they were. The most important methodologi-
cal impact on me has been economics. . . . There is a well-known book,
published ten or fifteen years ago, by an economist who did his disserta-
tion research in Zambia. He developed his technique into a method that
drew very heavily on economics but applied it to politics. . . . I have been
very influenced by that. [C1]

This political scientist’s goal in applying this borrowed method was to under-
stand the distribution of political power, a traditional concern of his discipline.
As he explains, the economic data answers a political science question.

When governments control prices or get involved in monopoly marketing
or subsidize inputs, manipulate the exchange rate, so forth and so on, all
these economic instruments have an income distributive effect. In places
that don’t have elections, they tell you a lot about the distribution of politi-
cal power. That’s the assumption. As a political scientist, what I do is I
infer about the distribution of political power and the problems of chang-
ing the distributing of political power by watching what happens when
economic instruments are manipulated in a certain way. It is kind of a
roundabout way of saying I just use the economic data to tell me some-
thing about distribution of power. [C1]

Some informants clearly made a distinction between work informed by
other disciplines and interdisciplinary work. An informant working in the area
of cognitive psychology interpreted his own work in this way. He had attended
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seminars and institutes on linguistics and philosophy of mind that were re-
lated to the work he was doing in psychology. Despite his engagement with
these disciplines, he viewed his early work as essentially disciplinary in nature;
he argued that his later work, which related brain activity to performance on a
cognitive task, was truly interdisciplinary in nature.

Some of the research that I ended up doing, and I think this is true of
others as well, was really straight cognitive psychology—but it was at least
informed by these other disciplines. I think that’s a worthwhile improve-
ment, but it wasn’t a giant change. Some of the work that I did in collabo-
ration with an individual [who was very strong in logic and philosophy
although trained initially as a psychologist] was more of a change. It was
almost like a new kind of work, something more interdisciplinary. . . . I
think some of the papers that we did . . . really were kind of true interdisci-
plinary papers and I was professionally very identified with the cognitive
science movement. [G1]

As was true of teaching activities, individuals were not limited to pursuing one
form of interdisciplinary research. Faculty moved back and forth among these
types of scholarship.

Synthetic Interdisciplinary Courses

Faculty also described courses that linked particular disciplines. For ex-
ample, an interdisciplinary program in urban studies was composed almost
exclusively of courses in the departments of sociology, economics, and politi-
cal science. Only two courses, an introduction to urban studies and a senior
seminar, attempted to combine these three disciplinary perspectives. The in-
troduction offered an overview of urban economics, urban sociology, and ur-
ban political science. The capstone course was intended to help students syn-
thesize the contributions of these subfields:

The senior seminar is not team taught; typically it rotates among the dif-
ferent members. Currently one sociologist, one economist, two political
scientists are the core of the urban studies program faculty. We tend to
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rotate that course among us. . . . In some ways, since one person leads that
course and even in the intro course, the potential is there to get too much
disciplinary bias. But, I think the people who participate in the program
are sufficiently interdisciplinary in approach that that doesn’t happen. I
am the economist and I probably am more rigid from my discipline than
sociologists and political scientists are in terms of the disciplinary ap-
proaches that we use, theories and things like that, but typically our inter-
ests are to maintain the interdisciplinary nature. [H]

Elective courses or advanced courses in a major program might link disci-
plines in a similar manner. The political scientist quoted earlier in this section
hoped to help students make connections between his discipline and that of
economics.

What is interdisciplinary about Third World Politics? I do a section on
development and the reason is really because you can’t understand Marx-
ist or class-based analysis of developing societies unless you understand
something about economic development. . . . Typically, I structure the
class with what you might call a straight political science approach. We
spend a lot of time reading political histories. Who was president? What
happened? . . . Then I try to convince students that this is too superficial
to understand why it is that certain changes occurred over time. I wind up
with the political economy approach because I think it is a fuller under-
standing. I try to convince students that political science and economics
are not really separate disciplines. [C1]

Another instructor taught a course that revealed the influence of his graduate
training in both divinity and sociology:

The course that I teach on cults and sects is taught in the religion depart-
ment, but it’s probably taught much more like a sociology course than a
course in theology and religion. And I make it clear when we are analyz-
ing a particular phenomenon like participation or even leadership in a
religious organization or group that a theologian might say something
quite different about participation than a sociologist would say. . . . My
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intent is to get people to look at the problem from a number of different
perspectives and to evaluate for themselves what insights are gained from
one approach versus another. [U]

An economist who taught with a colleague from the religion department pro-
vided a good example of the influence of individual disciplines on a team-
taught course:

We built a balance between theological arguments and economic ones. I
was particularly interested in making sure that the students got grounded
in the data of development so that they really understood empirically what
it meant to call something underdeveloped or Third World or poor and
how that was different from the United States. I spent some time talking
about different kinds of models that economists had historically used to
explain development and bring it about and to show why a lot of those
had limited application because they didn’t fit the right settings. At the
same time, my colleague was doing similar kinds of things with theology.
What we tried to do when we taught the course—although, by definition
it almost has to be segmented—we tried to avoid the segmentation in the
sense that we didn’t want the students to say. “Oh, this week is theology
and the next week is economics.” [W]

In each of these examples, the disciplinary contributions to the issue un-
der consideration are apparent, and faculty members represent their own dis-
ciplines in the classroom. Many of the courses described could be taught with
different disciplinary foci. For example, to teach the course on religious cults,
one might also call upon psychology and anthropology in addition to theology
and sociology. Reliance on disciplinary experts to explicate particular aspects
of a course often attests to the synthetic character of the teaching approach.
Synthetic interdisciplinary courses, however, differ from the informed disci-
plinary courses described in the previous section. Rather than focusing on one
discipline, they make substantial connections between two or more disciplines
and thus have an interdisciplinary focus. Often such courses are team-taught
and/or cross-listed between or among departments.
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Synthetic Interdisciplinary Research

Several scientists identified the problems that they have worked on as sit-
ting in the interstices between fields, and they borrowed theories and methods
from other disciplines to answer their questions. The questions asked by indi-
viduals using synthetic approaches, however, were not framed within a single
discipline. An anthropologist explained that his research was motivated by
questions from different disciplines—and that had ramifications for the choice
of method, the type of data generated, and the type of arguments used:

The algorithms for determining who belongs to what race, what it means
to belong to a race, differ dramatically from one culture to the next and
from one historical epoch to the next, although in all cultures and all
historical epochs people seem to believe that these enormously varying
racial politics are grounded in the reality of biology. So, I started looking
at these things and obviously it’s interdisciplinary in the sense that’s it’s
motivated by questions from different disciplines, it uses methods that
come from different disciplines, as a result it uses data that are associated
with different traditions and arguments about what’s persuasive and what’s
not that come from different disciplines. So, it’s almost by definition from
the start, given the kind of problem that I’m looking at, interdisciplinary
because it uses methods and concerns and theories from different disci-
plines and it also ignores the fact that there are gaps in method and theory
in each of the home disciplines. [S]

His current research revealed a gap between the disciplines of anthropology
and psychology.

Anthropologists are not very concerned about how children learn about
anything; the assumption being that it’s a fairly straightforward process,
kind of a photographic-paper theory of learning. You expose children to
some patent variation, they have a way of recording that variation and then
come to recognize it. Psychologists have long acknowledged that learning
is a much more complex process than that. On the other hand, psycholo-
gists have not explored really at all what it means to be a member of a
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human group and how it is that we represent knowledge about human
groups, which is a starkly anthropological concern. [S]

Synthetic interdisciplinary research questions can also be explored using
research teams composed of disciplinary experts. The disciplinary experts each
identify a piece of the puzzle to solve; eventually the separate pieces are as-
sembled to answer the synthetic question.

I direct a team of researchers based at five universities. Our project is to
study the effects of elevated atmospheric CO2 on whole ecosystems. We
are simulating a doubling of CO2 in the atmosphere at a biological sta-
tion. . . . The team consists of five PIs who are all faculty members at dif-
ferent institutions. . . . There is a microbiologist, a soil invertebrate spe-
cialist, a root specialist, and a team meteorologist and a plant physiologist.
And so we recognized from the outset that it had to be a very interdiscipli-
nary approach. We are about to add some geochemists and hydrolo-
gists. . . . The research questions demand teams. There is no way an indi-
vidual can be broad enough and have enough expertise across the range
of disciplines. [I2]

All team-based research, of course, does not rely on multiple disciplinary
experts. This model of interdisciplinary research, however, appears common
in the sciences where research questions and methods are divisible. In this
example the researchers have divided the ecosystem into its component parts
to study the effects of elevated level of carbon dioxide on plants, microorgan-
isms, and so forth.

Transdisciplinary Courses

Transdisciplinary courses focus on a concept, theory, or method that can
be applied across disciplines. Informants did not provide any examples of trans-
disciplinary courses, although they did provide examples of transdisciplinary
research. However, there is no reason to believe that transdisciplinary courses
don’t exist; they may simply be a rarer form of interdisciplinarity. Their scar-
city may suggest that the departmental structure of U.S. colleges and universi-
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ties discourages transdisciplinary courses that, unlike other kinds of inter-
disciplinary courses, have even more tenuous ties to particular disciplines and
departments than synthetic or even conceptual interdisciplinary courses. Al-
ternatively the lack of examples may reflect the extent of interest in trans-
disciplinary approaches.

Transdisciplinary Research

Transdisciplinary research is driven by a belief that natural and social sys-
tems, such as those studied in economics, biology, and physics, have common
underlying structures or relationships. In this study two individuals described
transdisciplinary research projects in which they applied theories and/or meth-
ods across several disciplines, wherever they thought they might be useful.
A political scientist’s early transdisciplinary leanings influenced his choice
of graduate programs. A math major, he looked for “a science to apply the
math to.”

Some of my interdisciplinary interests really go very far back. In high
school I did a science project on computer simulations in biology. . . . In
college I worked in an interdisciplinary group with the evolutionary biol-
ogy. . . . Also, in college I had an interest in game theory, which is inher-
ently—you know, the same tools are used in a variety of places—so it is
kind of an easy thing to make interdisciplinary. [A]

Later, as a faculty member in a political science department, he pursued both
disciplinary projects in a well-established political science specialization and
transdisciplinary research projects involving mathematical models. He offered
an example of a transdisciplinary theory of cooperation that he eventually ap-
plied to evolutionary biology.

I was interested in the Prisoner’s Dilemma as a way of understanding how
cooperation can evolve. . . . I originally conceived of this politically, for
example, how to deal with the arms race, but I thought these findings
would be important for biology, because . . . the rule that won was tit for
tat, which is so simple, birds can use it. So I went looking for a biologist to
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work with and make the applications. [Names colleague] was here at the
time and he is one of the world’s leading evolutionary biologists and he
had a background in game theory. We were able to talk to each other, I
knew enough evolutionary biology that I could talk to him on those terms.
But, game theory was also a language that we could communicate in. So
we wrote an article that helped establish the work in the evolutionary bi-
ology field.

This work, he contended, did not have a disciplinary basis at all and attracted
the interest of economists, sociologists, philosophers, and mathematicians.

It doesn’t look to me like I am borrowing like Darwin would borrow from
Malthus. It looks to me like I am working on a fundamental problem and
the way I have formulated it, such as when you can get cooperation from
others, just happens to be abstract enough that the applications apply to
many places. It is not that I got an idea from social psychology and I used
it in biology. It strikes me as having more coherence than that. . . . In a
way you might say it’s nondisciplinary. [A]

A high energy physicist segued from physics to statistical mechanics to
dynamic systems to times series analysis, applying tools and theories in the
fields of economics, biology, and finance. He described an ongoing project in
which data from simple physical systems was analyzed and understood using
techniques based on the ideas generated by the study of non-linear dynamical
systems. “These techniques, with modifications,” he explained, “can be ap-
plied, seem to be applied usefully, to a wide variety of systems such as eco-
nomic systems and some biological systems” [E1].

The individuals pursuing these projects argued that the decision to cat-
egorize their work as disciplinary, interdisciplinary, or something else was sim-
ply a reflection of the existing order of things academic.

So whether you call that disciplinary or interdisciplinary is not clear. Some
of it, the techniques that are being developed, you could call disciplinary
in the sense that “Well, that is applied math or that is statistics.” Or you
could call it interdisciplinary because it’s applicable, potentially appli-
cable, to lots of different areas. So it is a matter of semantics. [E1]
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Similarly the political scientist believed that the difference between interdisci-
plinarity and disciplinarity was, in some cases, little more than a historical ac-
cident.

It seems to me that it is not silly to say you could have a department of
game theory . . . that [brought] together people of different backgrounds
that were all using game theory to solve problems. And they would have as
much to say to each other as different political scientists, some of who
were game theorists and some weren’t. It’s sort of an historical accident
that it’s not because game theory didn’t get established, fully established
until the 1950s and all the other departments were frozen in already. But if
somebody were starting a new place in England or New Zealand or Cali-
fornia or something, there is no reason why they might not try that. Then
you would say that somebody that was just doing game theory was disci-
plinary and somebody that was just doing political science was interdisci-
plinary. If you are driven by a certain subject, or you have a certain ap-
proach, whether the world organizes that with the boundary crossing
through you or on the side, is kind of their problem or their choice. [A]

It is useful to consider how the examples of transdisciplinarity in infor-
mants’ accounts compare to those suggested in the literature. Klein (1990) re-
ports that the term method interdisciplinarity has been used to denote meth-
ods, presumably statistical techniques, computer modeling, or simulation, that
can be used in more than one discipline. She specifically cites the use of game
theory in evolutionary biology, mentioned here by one of the informants, as an
example of this form of interdisciplinarity. What is missing from consideration
of these terms and their definitions is the search for underlying structures or
nondisciplinary theories that motivates the use of the method. The term
method interdisciplinarity therefore only partially describes the type of inter-
disciplinary work performed by these informants.

Miller (1982) intended the term transdisciplinary, which he applied to
approaches such as structuralism, general systems, and sociobiology, to con-
note a more comprehensive effort to identify connections or underlying simi-
larities in natural and social phenomena. He suggested that although some
supporters of transdisciplinarity hoped their preferred conceptual frameworks
would replace existing disciplinary approaches, others saw transdisciplinarity
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as an alternative or as a source of coherence for interdisciplinary efforts. It
appears that the two faculty quoted here take a similar stance to that of the
latter group. The term transdisciplinary, despite its multiple connotations, is
appropriate.

Conceptual Interdisciplinary Courses

Conceptual interdisciplinary courses assume that a variety of perspectives
must be brought to bear on a particular issue or problem. Various disciplines
are included in these courses as needed to explain the topic under examina-
tion. Organized topically or thematically, these courses often lack a disciplin-
ary home. First-year seminar courses that introduce new college students to a
variety of disciplines by exploring an issue or phenomenon are examples of
such courses.

You have to teach science and you have to teach religion in the Great
Ideas course. It’s set up to look at four or five of the most pivotal ideas of
civilization, so it’s radical in a very deep sense, I think. Not only breaking
out of the discipline, but really looking at the core ideas out of which
civilization comes. [X]

These courses can also serve the additional purpose of developing stu-
dents’ academic skills, such as writing or critical thinking. According to some
informants, this focus on process, rather than discipline, is part and parcel of
their interdisciplinary nature.

A group of us started a course for freshmen on the creation and manipula-
tion of images. The general thrust was to help the students understand
what happens when you look at things from different perspectives. . . .
That course eventually went from that general framework to a course that
really emphasizes critical reasoning. [O]

Conceptual interdisciplinary courses may call on many disciplines, as the
Great Ideas course requires, or a more limited number of disciplines, such as a
first-year seminar that introduces students to methods of inquiry in the sci-
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ences. They may be offered as both lower and upper division courses, required
or elective:

Third World economic development, by its very nature, is an interdisci-
plinary course because it is impossible, at least in my view, to talk about
issues of economic development without understanding a whole phalanx
of things about cultural values, social and political institutions, religious
structures—a whole range of things that shape the environment in which
development takes place. [W]

A number of conceptual interdisciplinary courses were offered through
interdisciplinary programs such as women’s studies, black studies, and envi-
ronmental studies. These may serve as electives for students in other disci-
plines or fields or as required courses for students in the programs themselves.

Part of what I see my work as doing is really exploding how people think
about black family issues. So in my marriage-and-family class we start off
looking at how people think about family. What do people think family is
and dealing with that really fundamental question and looking at all these
kind of discussions about family over time and looking at all these images.
Or saying, “What if we start thinking about culture?” Then they’ll have a
series of readings from different ethnic groups. “Well, what about context
and class?” I’m trying to get them to say, “What if I thought about the
world really differently than I’m thinking about it now. What if I really
challenged some of the ways I think about family?” [T]

While synthetic and conceptual interdisciplinary courses both ask an in-
terdisciplinary question, conceptual interdisciplinary courses are not arranged
so that particular disciplinary perspectives or contributions dominate. In fact
faculty who teach such courses typically explicitly critique the disciplines’ an-
swers to the question they ask; this is common in ethnic studies or women’s
studies courses. In most cases the answer to the question posed, and thus the
course itself, has no compelling disciplinary basis. For example, it is very diffi-
cult to determine the disciplinary focus of the course on the black family de-
scribed above. Many disciplines could contribute, and it may surprise some to
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learn that the individual who teaches this course, concerned with issues of
class and culture, as well as family, is a psychologist by training.

Conceptual Interdisciplinary Research

Several informants in the social sciences and humanities rejected the
widely accepted description of interdisciplinary work as borrowing and strug-
gled for alternative ways to describe it. Some talked about the importance of
theory or pointed to the lack of distinctive disciplinary questions. Overall they
suggested that interdisciplinary thinking constituted a different way of think-
ing about intellectual problems and a different way of asking questions.

Maybe I even wouldn’t find the borrowing of the particular theoretical
concepts from particular subjects what I define as true interdisciplinarity.
I think that’s borrowing from a discipline to illuminate your own. But I
think of interdisciplinarity as the creation of new intellectual space
that’s neither—it’s more than the combination of the individual disci-
plines. [C]

An anthropologist suggested that her version of interdisciplinarity was not de-
fined by borrowed disciplinary contributions, but rather by a reliance on en-
compassing theories and the creation of new interdisciplinary spaces.

I haven’t ever thought that the historical work would inform my work. I
think anthropology is sort of redefining what history is, even what consti-
tutes history—what are the ways that we can know about the past. So it’s
not a question of what do you take from history, it’s more what you take
from social theory. . . . So, it’s not the method, it’s not like talking to an
historian and they say, “Oh, I just love how you use cultural theory.” It’s
more cultural studies and theory . . . and a whole sort of way of thinking
about the past and the present, but that’s not necessarily coming from the
historians. [H1]

A political scientist talked about the lack of resemblance between traditional
disciplinary questions and those that she typically asked.
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My questions have never looked like political science questions. Some-
times by the time I get to the very end of a piece of work, I can make it
look like a political science question or a like a question that would fit into
any other paradigm. My questions are generally pretty broad and up until
that very end, it’s kind of like my questions are “What’s going on here?
What’s happening? How can we make sense of this?” [L]

She acknowledged that she had to package her findings so they were acces-
sible to a disciplinary audience:

For example, you can say here are some ways in which we can take the
sense that we made of this and put it into a context and then it looks more
like a political science question. And then it can bounce off against other
political science questions. But it’s a long time between kind of the start of
the research and getting to the point where there’s an answer like that. Or
a question like that. [L]

These comments suggest that one way of thinking about questions is to
ask whether there is any compelling reason that they should be asked from a
particular disciplinary standpoint. The questions described by the political sci-
entist could be asked from a number of disciplinary standpoints, as she sug-
gested:

I define what I do as organization theory. . . . Organization theory, for me,
is a combination of political science and the study of bureaucracy and
public administration, sociology, anthropology, and psychology. It could
also be economics but my version of it isn’t very much; there are a few
economists whose work I use. One of the areas that I specialize in is deci-
sion making. The psychology kind of comes in the individual decision
making and issues of leadership. Sociology comes in when you’re talking
about social movements and such, and political science is kind of the pub-
lic domain of decision making. That’s probably where I use the most eco-
nomics—the economics of information issues—and then anthropology
comes in for me mostly in the way I study things, which is by doing eth-
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nographies, mostly. So, I rely a lot on anthropological methods and con-
cepts for kind of thinking about how to organize the world. [L]

Many of the humanities and social sciences faculty I interviewed had been
influenced, to varying degrees, by feminist theory, cultural studies, or post-
modernist theory. These influences might themselves be termed interdiscipli-
nary, as one individual made clear:

When I was writing the book that got me here, I came across cultural
studies. Now it’s a growing field, but when I started there was a center in
Birmingham* and people publishing in England and some people in the
United States publishing but not many. I discovered this whole world
which brought together, at that time, some literature and anthropology
and sociology and brought this together in a very fruitful way. So I kind of
stumbled on an analytical way of thinking that was already interdiscipli-
nary. [D1]

Informants with postmodernist or feminist orientations called upon different
disciplines to create an understanding of the context surrounding the object of
study.

I was becoming fascinated by this whole new generation of women writers
who were doing some very audacious things around notions of feminine
identity. . . . If you wanted to try to figure out how to couch them, you
couldn’t say they were only psychological, only philosophical, only politi-
cal. They were all of those things and they happened to be happening in
this particular place, so that I then had to take those questions and then
contextualize them historically and culturally. There was all this overlap-
ping; if I was going to write about it I had to explain the interconnections,
the sites of resistance to all of those things. So it meant that I—in my own
head I had to constantly be separating out and decoding what I would call
an interdisciplinary puzzle . . . and that also adds a certain kind of critical
interdisciplinarity to it. [N]

*The Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham, England.
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Although faculty who worked in an informed disciplinary mode also called
upon different disciplines to contextualize information, faculty whose
work was conceptual used context as a basis for critique, not simply as back-
ground.

It’s a model of exchange that leaves the way open for change of the origi-
nal questions. I take a theoretical concept, I look at it in a new context, I
don’t try to make that context fit. I see the way the context also critiques
the original concept. And I take it back to the first context and see what I
can newly perceive based on how that concept has been changed. It’s a
process of change on both sides. Therefore the space is reconfigured and
the space that I have taken the concept to is also reconfigured in relation.
It’s a kind of process that changes each original context and creates some-
thing new. [C]

Informants themselves perceived a difference between the integration of
disciplinary perspectives and the critique that motivates conceptual interdisci-
plinarity. A biologist associated with both women’s studies and environmental
studies tried to distinguish the two:

I am definitely attracted to a sort of meta-look at the disciplines. I am not
sure that’s the same thing, however, as putting together information and
perspectives from different disciplines to arrive at something new. . . . A
critique of a discipline, or a set of disciplines, or of disciplinarity is differ-
ent from putting information and ways of knowing from two different dis-
ciplines together to arrive at new knowledge, to create new knowledge, or
to look at things in a new way. [A1]

An economist agreed:

There is no question in my mind that they are different kinds of ques-
tions. . .  depending on what framework you choose, you are going to ask a
different set of questions and they may not necessarily be the ones that
you are particularly interested in or the ones that are particularly impor-
tant.
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Other informants argued that the questions and motivations behind con-
ceptual interdisciplinarity differed in theory, but that in practice faculty often
moved between forms based on critique and those based on integration. The
associate professor of Romance languages suggested that critique and integra-
tion could both define interdisciplinarity:

I think they [critique and integration] are part of the contradictions. . . .
They are a microcosm of the world, for better and for worse, and the im-
pulses I think are not as distinct and specific as that. You have some people
in—if you want to call them factions or groups or pressure points or what-
ever—who are going to act most on the critique side. But then you have
other people and approaches that are going to act more on the integra-
tionist side. And they are not fighting each other. I think both of those
sides are doing something to the middle—which is the status quo, which
is the rigid boundary-driven thinking. And [people] will choose different
strategies if they think they are going to be useful. I do that. If I think the
integrationist argument is going to be more useful and compelling with a
particular group of folks who are more traditionalist, that’s what I use
because the other one will be too threatening and you won’t get any-
where. So the critique is useful when people can understand and take it.
It’s not useful when it alienates and then it gets you right back to where
you are. [N]

Another informant argued that although epistemological foundations were
“very open” for her, she was nonetheless striving for integration of the disci-
plines in her work. To do interdisciplinary work strictly focused on critique
was “just not part of my experience” [P]. She and the Romance languages
scholar noted also that at the time they were earning their graduate degrees,
the discourse linking interdisciplinarity and critique had not yet taken hold.

I think that that’s a generational difference because I think increasingly
that scholars are having to start from almost predisciplinary assumptions,
the way interdisciplinarity has developed as a concept in the academy, but
that option wasn’t open to people of my generation . . . because we were
so clearly anchored in our own imaginations, and in the imaginations of
our advisers, in a discipline. [P]
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In my own case, I think the complementarity part of it emerged first his-
torically. But I think that young scholars and students and faculty edu-
cated in the late 1980s and 90s are coming to interdisciplinarity in a differ-
ent way precisely because of . . . feminism’s and postmodernism’s critique,
I guess we could call them academic metanarratives about fields. But we
didn’t have that kind of conceptualization back in the 70s when I was
getting educated. [N]

Although the examples of conceptual interdisciplinarity cited here were
taken from accounts of informants influenced by feminism, cultural studies,
and postmodernism, it is not clear whether all conceptual interdisciplinarity is
necessarily postmodernist and/or feminist. Faculty committed to traditional
epistemologies may also do conceptual interdisciplinary work, but it may re-
quire that they supplement their disciplinary training. A botanist, for example,
was writing a biography of an important ecologist. She had been interviewing
“ninety–year-old botanists,” doing archival work, and enjoying the “detective
aspects” of the project. She reflected on the relationship between this work
and her disciplinary training and knowledge:

I am not sure where I am going with it. It’s very different—I mean up until
now I have been doing science, even if it’s been a little funky to my more
molecular colleagues. . . . But this is clearly not science—although I am
drawing on my knowledge of science. I don’t think a nonscientist could
do what I’m doing. I’m looking at the transfer of ideas from Europe to
this country and the development of particular subfields of ecology, so it’s
calling on all my scientific knowledge, but it’s a very different arena, I
guess. [A1]

This informant had expanded her content area to included the transfer of
intellectual ideas and had adopted methods, interviewing and archival work,
that are not typically part of the disciplinary repertoire of biologists and bota-
nists. Earlier, through her botanical work, she became acquainted with several
different disciplines.

I am a plant ecologist and generally plant ecologists ask the question “Why
do plants grow where they do?” . . . Ecologists among biologists are among
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the most interdisciplinary [scientists] and interested in connections. . . . I
think I am not a very mainline scientist in that sense, even in my training
and research. To do my work I had to really pull on a lot of disciplines and
knowledge of languages and culture. I had to look at the human history
of the landscape to understand why plants were in some areas and not
others. [A1]

She also well understood the limitations of her discipline as typically prac-
ticed. Ecology, she contended, has traditionally been ahistorical. She, how-
ever, always had an interest in history and thus has always been a critic of the
field. Her long-standing belief that botanists must create cultural and histori-
cal contexts in which to understand plants and her willingness to test and adopt
other methods for gathering and understanding information suggest that she
might be more open to conceptual interdisciplinary strategies than more disci-
pline-bound colleagues.

Epistemology, Disciplinary Boundaries,
and Interdisciplinarity

In this study informants in the sciences tended to pursue synthetic inter-
disciplinary research. Social scientists and humanities informants, however,
appeared as likely to pursue one kind of interdisciplinarity as another. The
types of interdisciplinarity, however, are not simply proxies for the disciplinary
groupings. Rather than disciplines, it is the epistemological commitments of
informants that are more related to an affinity for a particular kind of scholar-
ship. One set of informants, including the majority of natural and physical
scientists interviewed and a subset of the social scientists, adhered to traditional
positivistic approaches to knowledge. Another set of informants was epistemo-
logically committed to poststructural approaches to knowledge. Virtually all
informants from the humanities disciplines and a majority of the social scien-
tists were included in this group.

Lorraine Code (1991) terms these contrasting approaches to knowledge
regulative (what I call positivist) and constitutive (what I call poststructuralist)
principles. Regulative principles include objectivity, value-neutrality, rational-
ism, and “decontextualized, ahistorical and circumstantially blind” knowledge
(p. 33). Regulative knowledge is also more hierarchical: theories are composed
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of concepts, which are composed of generalized facts. In the paradigm-like
realm of regulative knowledge, current work shapes future work, and knowl-
edge grows in a cumulative fashion. Constitutive knowledge, Code argues, is
plural, relational, and situated and does not tend to grow by accretion. It al-
lows the objects of study to speak for themselves, is nonreductive, and is con-
cerned with understanding difference rather than dismissing it “as theoreti-
cally disruptive, aberrant, cognitively recalcitrant” (p. 151).

These different epistemological stances influenced the way informants
asked research questions and taught courses. Informants committed to tradi-
tional positivist approaches chose theories and methods from different disci-
plines that were epistemologically consistent with their own ways of thinking
and with one another. These scholars framed synthetic interdisciplinary or
transdisciplinary questions in which content served as a link between disci-
plines or as a setting in which to test an application of theory or method. In
conceptual interdisciplinary research, the contributions of individual disci-
plines were often so attenuated that the disciplinary source of the question was
not clear. The critique of the disciplines that often predicated conceptual in-
terdisciplinarity led both to questions and to answers that were not phrased
within disciplines because disciplinary questions and answers required the ex-
clusion of crucial perspectives.

Despite differences in epistemologies, informants from a variety of dis-
ciplines argued that disciplinary lines should not constrain the search for
knowledge. They differed, however, in the extent to which they questioned
the legitimacy of disciplinary boundaries. Individuals whose work could be
categorized as informed disciplinarity, synthetic interdisciplinarity, or transdis-
ciplinarity tended to be more tolerant of disciplinary boundaries than those
whose work was primarily conceptual interdisciplinarity. Two individuals, each
of whom had pursued synthetic and/or transdisciplinary research projects,
shared the opinion that disciplines have an inherent logic.

I think there really are quasi-natural ways of subdividing the world of
knowledge. . . . You call one thing biological science and one thing social
science and yes, there is overlap and I am an example, but by and large it
is not just a social artifact. It is reinforced by a social artifact but it is not
just a social artifact that the disciplines are more or less the way they are. I
think if you started over again, many of the same ones and the hierarchy
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would be recognizable. It would be different but it would be recogniz-
able. [A]

The disciplines are historical conventions whose borders and boundaries
can be explained, but like many cultural conventions, this one was widely
adopted because it resonated with some things. For one thing, it resonated
with the development of the hard sciences; it’s not an entirely implausible
division of explanatory strategies for understanding the natural world. I
doubt whether there is a natural domain of things that anthropologists
study as opposed to sociologists as opposed to psychologists, but in any
event these disciplines have developed traditions and ways of interrogat-
ing the world that have a certain plausibility and have significant value
and I am not sure we are going to come up with some alternative way of
doing this that looks better. [S]

These two faculty, although trained in the social sciences, had long-standing
interests in the life sciences and had adopted research methods in their inter-
disciplinary work that are often used by faculty working in the physical or natu-
ral sciences—mathematical modeling and experimental design. Their affinity
for positivist paradigms and synthetic interdisciplinarity is reflected in their
views of the nature of disciplines.

Most informants who pursued positivistic forms of inquiry accepted disci-
plinary boundaries as reasonable and useful, if not natural. Those who were
most opposed to borders tended to work in interpretative social science or in
the humanities. For example, another informant, one deeply committed to
interdisciplinarity, challenged the boundaries of her own discipline.

It’s sort of this clash, it’s crystals just breaking apart—this thing that was
anthropology is an artifice in itself, there’s no one holding it together. It’s
not that I don’t think that there are real tools of cultural analysis that can
serve us well, but I don’t understand what this discipline is. The some-
thing that’s held it together is the study of man, the study of human devel-
opment. Well, psychology claims that. What is all this cordoning off? What
part of human development? Why are archaeology, physical anthropol-
ogy still taught in the same department as discourse analysis, and as
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the childhood fetish in China in 1955? I mean it doesn’t make a lot of
sense. [H1]

Strongly influenced by postmodernist and feminism thought, she pursued con-
ceptual interdisciplinary research and teaching. Her unanswered questions
about the discipline of anthropology included those about what students in
the discipline should learn:

That’s a battle right now, whether the four-fields approach in anthropol-
ogy is still viable. Linguistics, physical anthropology, archaeology, cultural
anthropology always had to be taught together. I’m not sure taking courses
in physical anthropology should be mandatory—but I think it should be
an option for students to be allowed to do it. But I am not sure that that’s
more critical than having a mandatory course in philosophy in which
thinking about rationality and logic would underride how we can under-
stand cross cultural analysis. We have to understand what we are compar-
ing. We have to think of questions of relativity and rationality. The ques-
tion is “What do you need, really need, to understand the human mind
and its variability and its similarities and differences?” I mean, do I need a
course in archaeology more than I need a course in logic or in philosophy
or in ethics? [H1]

Informants with an affinity for conceptual interdisciplinary tended to re-
gard disciplinary boundaries as social artifacts that bore little relationship to
reality. An informant who held a joint appointment commented:

I am not too tolerant of rigid disciplinary boundaries. I think they really
stultify people’s thinking. And I think they are all arbitrary anyway . . .
they are rooted in particular historical times. That is how disciplines get
formed. And they change, they change by virtue of people working on the
margins. [D1]

She noted that the advantage of an interdisciplinary approach is that it enables
the use of a variety of tools and prevents researchers from trying to shape prob-
lems to fit disciplines:
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One reason why I value interdisciplinarity so much is that if you are work-
ing on a problem you have that many more tools to apply to the problem.
You don’t have to be restricted to the tools of one particular discipline and
have to shape the problem to fit a kind of mold as to what it should look
like. [D1]

This informant also questioned the usefulness of quantitative social science
methods, arguing that defining research variables so that they were amenable
to statistical analysis often forced complex ideas into a disciplinary mold. For
her, these definitions tended to lack validity; that is, they did not measure what
they purported to measure.

Occasionally informants interpreted the imposition of disciplinary bound-
aries as neither benign nor inconsequential. They contended that disciplinary
boundaries, with their tainted histories, stand in the way of knowledge. The
anthropologist who challenged disciplinary borders also talked about the need
to reconstitute knowledge that had been fragmented by academic disciplines
and disciplinary norms.

It’s like bringing a story together again when it’s all been sort of guarded as
turf. There’s another kind of story to tell. . . . I asked the archivist to go
find this for me in this file, in this file, in this file. He said, I know you
want this, but you’ll never find it in there. I said no, no, no. I know it’s
there. He said no. And then he came back and there they were. The ex-
citement of knowing that you are on the right track by cutting through
what you are supposed to ask about and know! Those questions are part of
the politics [of knowledge]. That’s how knowledge is constructed, by cut-
ting off those kinds of knowledge, by bracketing it out, bracketing it out.
For me, that makes it a very political act. There’s a quote of Foucault’s that
I love. He says critique is the art of reflective insolence. And for me, that’s
how I think of my work. [H1]

A sociologist who taught in a merged sociology/anthropology department
argued that disciplinary boundaries reflect the ills of the society that built them.

I like to think that the disciplinary boundaries that we put around sociol-
ogy and anthropology are really artificial. In some cases, flukes of destiny.
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In other cases, products of deliberate racism on the part of Europeans
who have this idea that disciplines, especially separating the sociology of
us from the anthropology of those people, primitives, savages, out in the
wilds. I think I am antiboundary in that regard. [K1]

Faculty who believed that interdisciplinary work required a disciplinary
foundation tended to rely primarily on informed disciplinarity in their research
and teaching and to adhere to scientific norms of scholarship:

I believe that people should be grounded in disciplines. I have no trouble
being a member of a history department. . . . I think that people should be
fundamentally grounded in a discipline and use that grounding to be able
to adequately go beyond the disciplines and then to access information
from other disciplines as appropriate. [V]

I think I’ve always thought the best interdisciplinary work comes out of
people who really know their discipline well, but who are willing to ac-
cept the fact that it doesn’t do everything, that there are boundaries to it.
That’s not the same as the person who never really mastered their disci-
pline. They’ve never taken the word discipline in the literary sense. . . . So
they are interdisciplinary by default because that’s where a lot of wishy-
washy stuff happens. [J1]

Informants who were willing to challenge the perceived hegemony of sci-
entific modes of inquiry and disciplinary boundaries summarily dismissed the
idea of disciplinary grounding as a necessary basis for interdisciplinary work
and tended toward synthetic or conceptual interdisciplinary research and
teaching.

I remember hearing the discussion, even at the liberal arts college where I
used to be, about how you have to have training in a discipline because it
makes for this logical structure. Then you can move out and engage with
these other things, as though there was something right and true about
the disciplines that you can then add on to. And I just think that is a just a
bunch of horse crap. I really do. [D1]



creating interdiscipl inarity110

I think good interdisciplinary work requires the ability to look at what you
do from the outside and I think scientists in particular often lack that in
their training. In our social sciences departments, for instance, there are
courses in the history of the discipline or the history and philosophy of the
discipline that count for the major as disciplinary courses. That’s not true
in our sciences departments. If somebody taught a history of science
course, it would be considered a history course, not a biology course or a
physics course. I suppose I think a good disciplinarian would also have
that perspective on the field and I think if they have that, then they are in
a much more powerful position to do interdisciplinary work. But I think a
stereotypic disciplinarian, at least in the sciences, is one who doesn’t re-
flect on his or her field and therefore I don’t think is in a very good posi-
tion to reach outside the field. And I think that they don’t know it. [A1]

This statement about the lack of courses in the history and philosophy of the
scientific disciplines reflects more than a concern for balance in the curricu-
lum; it reflects this biologist’s own perceptions about the knowledge she
needed to pursue her version of botany.

Most informants were aware of the standard critiques of interdisciplinary
scholarship. A faculty member who considered most of her work interdiscipli-
nary acknowledged the criticisms of her colleagues and perhaps some of her
own anxiety:

There are folks here who would resist interdisciplinarity entirely and say
you can’t do interdisciplinary work because you can’t be qualified. If it’s
taken you all this time to get qualified in your own discipline and to get
status in it, how can you ever be a biologist coming from social science?
. . . I am not sure that being interdisciplinary makes you stronger as a
scholar from their point of view. I certainly think that it does because it
takes you out of your own presuppositions, offers new lenses through
which to examine what you do. But I can see the other side, too. Fear, I
think, of not being good at what you do. [M]

A Romance languages scholar in area studies also shared some traditional
thoughts about doing good scholarship. However, she suggested that the real
issue wasn’t shallowness in interdisciplinary work, but the failure in some dis-
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ciplinary work to make connections. This comment may reveal her feminist
leanings.

I believe in the dig-deep metaphor. I do believe that one of the elements
of good writing and significant thinking is being able to explore a delin-
eated topic—not necessarily a limited topic, a defined topic—deeply. But
defining it and digging deep don’t mean, necessarily, that you don’t con-
sider a lot of other factors. I think that sometimes that’s what’s understood
by specialists. “I’m going to dig deep in the subject matter and I’m not
going to try to think about the implications for social policy or the histori-
cal context of the problem, or how educators are going to deal with it.”
And that’s okay. We need that stuff, we need the deep trough of informa-
tion or analysis or whatever it is. But we also need to know what to do with
it. Otherwise it really does become separated from the rest of what we’re
about. Everything we do is all interconnected. [N]

Even faculty who roamed freely among the disciplines expressed concerns
about the quality of interdisciplinary scholarship. One anthropologist, thor-
oughly committed to interdisciplinary research and teaching, feared superfici-
ality in interdisciplinary work.

I think that there are real problems in an interdisciplinary gesture. One
can feel revitalized by drawing on something from someplace else because
(a) your colleagues don’t know about it, (b) you don’t need to know a lot
about it, and (c) it feels new and you can sort of get off on it and there’s no
one to catch you on it. And that makes me very, very nervous and I think it
happens across the board. I think it’s the way anthropology invokes his-
tory. I think it’s the way psychology and history invoke culture. It’s sort of a
grab bag. If you can’t explain it by A, explain it by B. And so sometimes it
can lead to very exciting discussions and sometimes the level of naïveté—
you can hear someone invoking some other discipline and you say, “How
could he do this? It’s off the wall. It’s just like picking out of a hat. [H1]

There is a contradiction between the claim that knowledge has no bound-
aries and that good interdisciplinarity requires a foundation in a discipline,
and at least two possible ways of explaining that contradiction. One interpreta-
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tion is that faculty have learned how to talk the interdisciplinary talk but not to
walk the interdisciplinary walk. In this case comments about the usefulness of
interdisciplinary research and teaching may be little more than trendy rheto-
ric. An alternative explanation is that, at least for some faculty, time is needed
to reconcile disciplinary training and norms with interdisciplinary thinking and
scholarship. Many of the faculty whom I interviewed described the persistence
of disciplinary perspectives in their thinking. In a number of cases, individuals
with the most consistent and deepest levels of interdisciplinary engagement
were the first to confess that in many ways they still see the world through the
lens of their discipline. Contradictions and inconsistencies may be clues to
continued grappling with issues of interdisciplinarity and disciplinarity. Some
individuals may eventually resolve such inconsistencies; others may never do
so. Whatever the outcome, the grappling is a valuable process by which fac-
ulty articulate epistemological positions and commitments.

Is a Typology of Interdisciplinary
Scholarship Necessary?

My interpretations of informants’ accounts is the basis for the claim that
there are at least three types of interdisciplinary questions:*

synthetic interdisciplinary questions that bridge disciplines and therefore
questions that cannot be answered completely by a single discipline;

transdisciplinary questions that are applicable across disciplines and there-
fore transcend a single disciplinary identity; and

conceptual interdisciplinary questions that have no compelling disciplin-
ary basis.

This focus on questions contrasts with the majority of definitions of interdisci-
plinarity. These focus on the integration of disciplines in interdisciplinary
projects, but they propose different levels of integration. They beg the ques-
tion “How much disciplinary integration is enough integration?” In other
words, when is a project cross-disciplinary? When is it multidisciplinary or in-

*Questions that are merely informed by references to other disciplines are not interdisciplinary
questions, I contend, but disciplinary ones.:
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terdisciplinary? A foolproof method for assessing the level of integration of an
interdisciplinary teaching or research project has eluded researchers. Some
have tried to measure integration by examining the processes by which inter-
disciplinary research is accomplished, for example, by noting how often re-
searchers on an interdisciplinary project meet to coordinate their work. Others
have attempted to judge the final product of an interdisciplinary project, typi-
cally relying on the judgments of participants or the researchers themselves. If
interdisciplinary projects, however, are born, not made, that is, if they begin as
I have argued, with interdisciplinary questions, then such attempts are mis-
guided because we must look to the point of origin to understand interdiscipli-
narity.

Attempts to define interdisciplinarity have yielded a wellspring of terms to
describe it. Some have been applied either to research or to teaching, some to
both. Some, such as interdisciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, have achieved
fairly wide usage. All, however, are poorly understood even though they may
be frequently used. Many have multiple meanings, and there is little consen-
sus on which should prevail. Examining the parallels and the differences be-
tween previous categories and my own further elucidates the typology and
demonstrates how it improves upon previous schemes. In Table 4.2, existing
terms are aligned with the terms of the new typology.

Informed Disciplinarity and Interdisciplinarity

Interdisciplinarity has often been described as borrowing. Research ap-
proaches that borrow methods have been called method interdisciplinarity, or
instrumental interdisciplinarity (see Klein 1993, pp. 64, 86). Research and
teaching approaches that borrow either theories or methods have usually been
called cross-disciplinary, a term that is intended to be broader than either
method or instrumental interdisciplinarity. Cross-disciplinarity, however, has
been variously defined. Miller (1982) defined cross-disciplinarity as efforts to
connect and combine across disciplinary boundaries. He cited research areas
such as criminal justice and area studies as examples of this form of interdisci-
plinarity. In contrast Kockelmans (1979) argued that cross-disciplinary scholar-
ship seeks to develop or discover “encompassing frames of reference” similar
to those sought in transdisciplinarity (p. 141).

Both instrumental interdisciplinarity and cross-disciplinarity, it has been
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argued, are not true forms of interdisciplinarity. Heckhausen (1972) consid-
ered instrumental borrowing of methods from another discipline to be pseudo-
interdisciplinarity. Cross-disciplinarity, Jantsch (1972) argued, implies a “brute
force” approach to “reinterpret disciplinary concepts and goals . . . in light of
one specific (disciplinary) goal and to impose a rigid polarisation across disci-
plines” (p. 107). Newell contended that any approach that does not attempt to
integrate disciplines or that draws insights from other disciplines while viewing
them through the lens of the original discipline are forms of partial interdisci-
plinarity (1998, p. 533). In the typology proposed here, instrumental and cross-
disciplinary approaches might be either disciplinary or interdisciplinary, de-
pending on the nature of the question they ask. They may be classified as
informed disciplinarity if the question asked is disciplinary in nature, since
borrowing alone is not sufficient for interdisciplinarity. However, if a synthetic,
transdisciplinary, or conceptual interdisciplinary question motivates borrow-
ing, the resulting project would be considered interdisciplinary. For this rea-

Table 4.2
COMPARISON OF TYPOLOGY
AND PREVIOUS CATEGORIZATIONS

Informed Instrumental interdisciplinarity
disciplinarity Pseudointerdisciplinarity

Cross-disciplinarity
Partial interdisciplinarity

Synthetic Instrumental or cross-disciplinarity that is
interdisciplinarity motivated by an interdisciplinary question

Multidisciplinarity
Partial interdisciplinarity
Conceptual Interdisciplinarity

Transdisciplinarity Transdisciplinarity
Cross-disciplinarity

Conceptual (True) interdisciplinarity
Interdisciplinarity Critical interdisciplinarity

Full interdisciplinarity
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son, I have not adopted the terms instrumental interdisciplinarity or cross-
disciplinarity.

Partial interdisciplinarity seems to be a more useful term since informed
disciplinary questions are, in Newell’s sense, forms of partial interdisciplinar-
ity. Adoption of this scheme is nonetheless problematic. In defining partial
and full interdisciplinarity, Newell (1998) focused on the integration—or lack
of integration—of disciplinary perspectives. Integration, however, seems too
narrow a term for other forms of interdisciplinary scholarship described by in-
formants in this study. Transdisciplinarity, for example, is most often concerned
with universal structures or relationships. Its goal is to transcend disciplines
rather than integrate them. While some conceptual interdisciplinary projects
seek integration, others are better defined as critiques of knowledge. Only syn-
thetic interdisciplinary questions are implicitly integrated in the sense that they
bridge disciplines and require contributions from more than one discipline.

Synthetic Interdisciplinarity

Synthetic interdisciplinarity might appear to be analogous with what has
been called multidisciplinarity, since the individual contributions of two or
more disciplines can be discerned in these kinds of research and teaching
projects. However, multidisciplinary work also has been criticized as a false
interdisciplinarity. According to Miller (1982), multidisciplinary approaches
involve “the simple act of juxtaposing several disciplines” and make “no sys-
tematic attempt at integration or combination” (p. 9). Newell (1998) classified
multidisciplinarity as partial interdisciplinarity because it only includes one
element of interdisciplinarity, that is, the perspectives of more than one disci-
pline. Like Miller he excluded such approaches from full interdisciplinary sta-
tus because they do not attempt to integrate disciplinary perspectives. Kockel-
mans (1979) argued that since all education is “inherently multidisciplinary”
the term multidisciplinarity “should not be used as an expression to be mean-
ingfully applied to possible research projects” (p. 131). I did not adopt either of
these definitions because both emphasize integration.

I found that synthetic interdisciplinary work could be divided into two
types: it could be based on questions found in the intersections of disciplines
as well as on questions found in the gaps among disciplines. In most previous
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categorizations, questions that belong to no discipline were likely to be consid-
ered interdisciplinary, while questions that belonged to more than one disci-
pline were likely to be considered multidisciplinary. I propose that either type
of approach can be interdisciplinary depending on the question asked.

Transdisciplinarity

Both Jantsch (1972) and Piaget (1972) conceived of transdisciplinarity as
the ultimate coordination among the disciplines. Piaget imagined a “total sys-
tem without any boundaries between disciplines” (p. 138); Jantsch envisioned
an “education/innovation system” based on generalized axiomatics and “the
mutual enhancement of epistemologies in certain areas” (pp. 105–106). On
the other hand Kockelmans (1979) rejected such conceptions of transdiscipli-
narity, which presuppose structuralist forms, genetic epistemology, or general
systems theory. But Kockelmans and Miller (1982) acknowledged that support-
ers of transdisciplinarity held a number of different epistemological views. One
group worked to develop holistic, encompassing conceptual frameworks that
would replace existing disciplinary approaches; another saw transdisciplinarity
as one alternative, a potential linchpin in interdisciplinary efforts (Miller 1982);
yet another was concerned primarily with the development of a unified
worldview (Kockelmans 1979). The transdisciplinary projects described by in-
formants in this study did not appear part of a greater effort to unify the disci-
plines or worldviews; they were instead designed to identify similarities in struc-
tures or relationships among different natural and/or social systems. This is a
more limited goal but nonetheless transdisciplinary. It also greatly resembles
the transdisciplinary mode of knowledge production postulated by Gibbons,
Limoges, Nowotny, Schwartzman, Scott, and Trow (1994).

A transdisciplinary mode consists in a continuous linking and relinking,
in specific clusterings and configurations of knowledge . . . brought to-
gether on a temporary basis in specific contexts of application. . . . The
transdisciplinary mode of knowledge production described by us does not
necessarily aim to establish itself as a new, transdisciplinary discipline, nor
is it inspired by restoring cognitive unity. To the contrary, it is essentially a
temporary configuration and thus highly mutable (p. 29).
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Conceptual Interdisciplinarity

True or full interdisciplinarity has been defined as a form of disciplinary
integration that obscures the separate contributions of the individual disci-
plines. True or full interdisciplinarity in this sense resembles conceptual inter-
disciplinarity. In conceptual interdisciplinarity, however, it is not the seamless-
ness of the answer, but the kind of question that is important. The question is
central and disciplines are important insofar as they serve to answer the ques-
tion. Typically the conceptual interdisciplinary question implies a critique of
disciplinary knowledge and the answer extends that critique. The use of the
adjective conceptual acknowledges the preeminence of the origin of this form
of interdisciplinary, the question that motivates it.

The phrase concept interdisciplinarity has been used to describe cases in
which a model or concept has either supplemented or supplanted the models
or concepts of another discipline (Klein 1990). In addition others have used
the term conceptual interdisciplinarity. Lynton (1985) used it to describe philo-
sophically driven searches for synoptic conceptual frameworks that unify
knowledge. These include approaches such as general systems theory, struc-
turalism, and Marxism and are contrasted with interdisciplinarity approaches
that seek to solve practical or social problems. Like Miller (1982), however, I
consider these to be transdisciplinary approaches. In their classification
scheme, Salter and Hearn (1996) considered transdisciplinarity a form of con-
ceptual interdisciplinarity. They also included critical interdisciplinarity, that
is, interdisciplinarity that poses a challenge to the disciplines, under the cat-
egory of conceptual interdisciplinarity. This choice obscures the epistemologi-
cal differences between transdisciplinarity and critical interdisciplinarity.
Transdisciplinarity does not overly critique the disciplines; rather it seeks simi-
larities among disciplines that make the cross-disciplinary application of con-
cepts, theories, or methods possible. Critical interdisciplinarity, as its name
implies, purposefully challenges disciplinary foundations of knowledge. Al-
though Salter and Hearn (1996) were clearly aware of this contrast, they none-
theless classified both forms of interdisciplinarity under the rubric of concep-
tual interdisciplinarity. I preserve the important epistemological distinction
between the two forms by adopting the term transdisciplinarity and defining
conceptual interdisciplinarity more narrowly.

Determining the type of question that is being asked in interdisciplinary
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scholarship is to some extent a matter of interpretation. The occurrence of
gray areas between typology categories should signal the need to add or refine
the proposed categories. The typology, after all, was generated from a limited
number of accounts; as informants who are engaged in other disciplines and
fields are interviewed, new categories may be revealed. This may be especially
true when multidisciplinary, applied fields such as medicine, social work, edu-
cation, and engineering are considered.

The advantage to this typology, however, is that we need not wait until the
end of a research or teaching project to determine its disciplinary or interdisci-
plinary nature. Interdisciplinarity is not merely a process or product, but a de-
fining element of a project. We can determine a project’s interdisciplinary or
disciplinary nature by looking at the question that has motivated it. Additional
information about approaches and methods to be used to answer the question,
the audience(s) involved, and the epistemological commitments of the
instructor(s) or researchers(s) may also assist in making an initial determina-
tion.
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Chapter

Pursuing Interdisciplinarity:
Research and Teaching Processes

I chose to interview faculty about how they engaged in in-
terdisciplinary work because I believe that we can learn
much about what people think and value by examining
their everyday practices. The accounts of interdisciplinary
research and teaching activities that I collected revealed
explicit and tacit assumptions about what counts as scholar-
ship and how it should be done. The interviews focused at-
tention on how faculty prepared for and carried out inter-
disciplinary projects and included conversations about
reading practices; collaborative projects; attendance at pro-
fessional meetings; involvement in interdisciplinary forums
such as seminars, colloquia, or workshops; interactions with
colleagues on and off campus; teaching activities; inter-
actions with students; and so forth. Taken as a whole, the
interviews demonstrated that regardless of the type of
scholarship they pursued—informed disciplinarity, syn-
thetic interdisciplinarity, transdisciplinarity, or conceptual
interdisciplinarity—these faculty used similar, and familiar,
strategies to learn about other disciplines and to incorpo-
rate their learning into their research and teaching.

Engaging Other Disciplines through Reading

Preparation for interdisciplinary teaching and research
projects generally began with reading and collegial conver-

5
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sation. Reading might be pursued individually, but it could also be a collec-
tive activity in which individuals shared thoughts about what they read with
colleagues. Such conversations could be informal, such as discussions over
lunch or through E-mail, or formalized, in the form of interdisciplinary read-
ing groups or seminars that engaged faculty from different academic depart-
ments.

Every faculty informant claimed to read widely and portrayed reading as a
major dimension of interdisciplinary work, although some were more explicit
than others in their comments about the kind of reading they did or the role it
played in their scholarship. Some read widely in many disciplines as would be
expected of individuals pursuing conceptual or transdisciplinary interdiscipli-
narity. Others organized their reading in another discipline to pursue a par-
ticular topic in order to pursue a synthetic or informed disciplinary teaching
or research project. Different reading strategies sometimes marked different
kinds of interdisciplinary work. For example, a political scientist whose projects
most resembled conceptual interdisciplinarity talked about her approach:

I read everything I can get my hands on. I overbibliographize, my [disser-
tation] adviser used to call it. He was cautioning me against doing that,
criticizing me for it. It is just so much a part of the way that I work that of
course I wasn’t going to take that advice. That is what I do. I get sources
from sources. It’s a snowball kind of thing. [P]

In describing her reading strategy for a particular research study she revealed
that, except perhaps for the breadth of topics, it was very similar to strategies
that might be used for a disciplinary project. She identified areas of impor-
tance to her work and explored them intensively.

I was interested in social movements at the time, so I was well versed in
the sociological-political science literature in social movements. But I
wanted to read more history and about the history of communism. I also
used a framework based on the work of an Italian theorist—I just read
about everything that was written about him, everything that he wrote. It
was a real soaking in, an immersion. I read about nation building in the
nineteenth and twentieth century, about the French Revolution, because
those themes kept coming up in the rhetoric of the movement leaders. [P]
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In addition to exploring content areas, she read to help her confront method-
ological concerns: “I read about discourse analysis, about autobiography, be-
cause I bring in my own positioning in this process and examine myself doing
the research, what it meant to me, why I was drawn to it.”

Different kinds of interdisciplinary work seemed to require different read-
ing strategies. For the most part individuals doing synthetic interdisciplinary
work, that is, bridging disciplines in their research or teaching, tended to con-
centrate reading in one or two disciplines. A tenured psychologist interested in
cognitive science spent a yearlong sabbatical leave studying neuroscience,
moving into an office in the neuroscience department and taking a number of
graduate courses to build his knowledge base. Others felt the need to read
more broadly, pursuing a concept or a theory across disciplines rather than
trying to learn more about a particular field of study. A tenured associate pro-
fessor who had been pursuing an ethnographic project for some time was frus-
trated by her lack of success in developing an understanding of what was hap-
pening in her research setting by using standard political science theories.
Eventually she stepped outside of her discipline for an appropriate theoretical
explanation. She stopped writing about the project so that she could read ex-
tensively in anthropology and sociology.

Starting with my sabbatical and until this last year, I guess, so maybe three
or four years I did mostly reading and teaching and not a lot of writ-
ing because I wasn’t ready to write because I didn’t have the theories. I
had these observations, but I didn’t have the theories to make sense of
them. [L]

Her work became a form of conceptual interdisciplinarity: the phenomena
she studied, rather than her disciplinary affiliation, now drove her inquiry.

The longest interdisciplinary collaboration that I encountered involved
an economist and a theologian who coauthored three books over a twenty-year
period. The economist talked about how he and his colleague helped each
other understand work in the other’s discipline to sustain a synthetic interdis-
ciplinary teaching and research collaboration:

The kinds of things that are most useful for us to read in economics are
things that economists have written for audiences wider than just econo-
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mists, so they are not that difficult [for my colleague] to read. That doesn’t
mean there aren’t times when I have to help him understand some-
thing or that he has to help me understand something on the theological
side of things. The theory in both places can be fairly murky if you are
not raised in that tradition. Even though I have been reading theology
stuff for almost twenty years now, I still run across things or I look at it
and say, “I don’t have the faintest idea what they are talking about” and
I have to have [my colleague] help me. The same thing happens with
him. [W]

In general faculty claimed that interdisciplinary research and teaching
demanded that they do more reading and thinking than disciplinary scholar-
ship did. Many expressed dismay that some colleagues did not recognize the
depth of their involvement. One individual complained that “departmentally
entrenched” colleagues “fail to understand just how much some of us have
worked and struggled over the years to understand different disciplines well.
People think you have read one book about it. It’s a little more complicated
than that” [K]. Another political scientist who conducted transdisciplinary col-
laborative research with a biologist revealed the depth of his interest in evolu-
tionary thinking:

Well, I started that before I started political science. In high school I was
already doing modeling of evolutionary thinking. I was seriously interested
in how you can get a computer program to evolve better things by selec-
tion, by throwing things out that don’t work and trying again. So I had that
idea very early. And then in college I read Darwin seriously, again before I
read much political science seriously. So depending on how you want to
count, it’s twenty years that that’s been maturing. So it is not the typical
scenario, for example, that a chemist is trained in one thing and a they do
a postdoc in somebody’s lab and it takes eighteen months to learn how to
do this and then they are a biophysicist. That is fine, but I don’t look that
way. [A]

The theologian and the economist could rely on one another when their
reading took them into unfamiliar waters. Other informants did not have the
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benefit of a close collaborator but continued their explorations. A political sci-
entist who worked in area studies wished he had done more graduate work in
economics:

If I were doing it again, I certainly would have gone much farther in eco-
nomics. I would have gotten the formal training because there is just a lot
of stuff that you can reason through and figure out, but any mathematical
presentation or use of that notation is not something that I am capable of
looking at and saying “Well, even if I understand what they are trying to
do with this equation, is this equation right? What assumptions have to be
made for this to work? What are the tolerances here? How big does this
number have to be before I am really convinced that the implications
they’re drawing are correct? . . . I do worry about it. I worry about it a lot.
I’m worried about getting sold a bill of goods. I worry about an inadequate
understanding of different schools of thought within economics. What is
a structuralist versus a neoclassicist? Do I accurately understand that tra-
dition and the differences between them so I can use that to identify what
I am reading? [C1]

A Romance languages scholar active in area studies was similarly concerned
but recognized that those feelings subsided over time as she gained familiarity
with other fields:

I think the trap you can fall into—which I’m sure I fell into more than
once—when you are a neophyte in another discipline is the tendency to
read the book and believe everything in it. So if you stop with that one
book and you say, “Okay, well, I know about the history of the French and
the English, I understand what happened there and this is the way I am
going to present it.” Well, obviously that approach has a lot of flaws. Of
course, there are people within the discipline that do that, too. . . . Early
in my investigation of this topic, I was reading a lot of stuff from a nation-
alist point of view because one text would lead me to another; I would
work from the bibliography. So I got the nationalist discourse down really,
really well. Of course, I really wasn’t looking at some other points of view.
But I’ve since integrated those in a much more intentional way. [N]
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Statements such as these are notable because they reveal informants’ anxi-
eties, as well as traditional disciplinary concerns, about interdisciplinary work.
These informants worried that their colleagues often misunderstood their work
and that they would be or were labeled dilettantes. Their discussions about the
depth of their engagement with other disciplines suggest a desire to establish
their careful and thoughtful pursuit of interdisciplinary projects; they did not
want to be perceived as running willy-nilly through the groves of academe.
Many individuals, even those successfully pursuing interdisciplinary research
and teaching through sanctioned means such as joint appointments or inter-
disciplinary programs, acknowledged that, despite their attention to quality,
their work would nonetheless be subjected to this critique:

To the extent that you see interdisciplinary work simply as having read in
various different fields and bringing them together, then to someone who
is a specialist in a department and sees that as being the epitome, knowing
everything about whatever, then you are always going to be accused of
being superficial, of reinventing the wheel, of never knowing enough
about any one discipline to actually be interdisciplinary. . . . That would
be true if you had to know everything about a discipline in order to under-
stand how it worked—and I don’t think that is. [K]

Despite the difficulties encountered in reading outside their disciplines
and the fear that others would judge them harshly by disciplinary standards,
most of these individuals believed that their time and efforts were well spent.
Each new project, one informant noted, required time to “gear up” and this
could be overwhelming on occasion [D1]. For the most part, however, infor-
mants appeared to have found ways to cope with the task. A zoologist who
used learning theory in his experimental research projects took a pragmatic
stance:

I rarely run into something that I read that I can’t make at least some
sense out of it. It’s never a waste of time. I simplify it along the way. I’m
not going to go through the equations of anything that involves a very
complex mathematical formulation, but usually there’s a narrative ex-
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planation that tells me what all these Xs mean and that usually makes
sense. The neural network models I encounter would be a good example
of that. [D]

A philosopher with feminist commitments argued that interdisciplinarity re-
quires one to renounce the typical mastery approach to learning that is en-
couraged in colleges and universities and replace it with a feminist perspec-
tive. In time, she argued, things usually became clear.

I used to try and master [what I read in another discipline] and beat it into
submission . . . and I finally realized that is ridiculous and what I do now
is enjoy it. Learn from it. Try to make it accessible to other people . . .
sometimes I can’t figure it out but it’s still pretty interesting and exciting
and I just kind of put that aside for a while . . . and then I notice a whole
bunch of things clumping together and gradually shifting from the corner
to the center and it’s like, “Ah ha! Now I see what that’s for.” I can put that
together with this bit over here and now I am beginning to better under-
stand the pair of them. [J]

Other strategies for coping with the volume of information to be absorbed
when working across disciplines included one that closely resembled disciplin-
ary specialization. Instead of attempting to learn a new discipline or disciplines
from the ground up, a number of informants attempted to be interdisciplinary
within a narrow scope, to delineate clearly what they were claiming for their
work. An assistant professor of art explained that since he couldn’t master all
the material and read in depth in two disciplines, he decided “to work with
people, with figures, within the same cultures and that begins to bring it to-
gether. So even though I have this philosophy side and this art side, I began to
style myself as a Germanist. I was doing German philosophy and German art”
[E]. In order to improve his language skills this informant studied in Germany
for a year.

An English professor who considered herself a cultural critic and colla-
borated with an area studies scholar found that careful positioning and inclu-
sion of experts enhanced the credibility of interdisciplinary projects. Her
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description of her strategy, however, depends less on the development of a
narrow area of specialization and instead focuses on establishing a sense of
positionality:

I don’t claim to be any kind of specialist in this area. I instead position
myself as someone using theory to look at what I see. And I argue that
precisely because people in this field are trained in that tradition, they are
not able to see certain things that I am able to see and that I am just trying
to write from a particular perspective. That seems to satisfy people. [C]

Still, she combined this strategy with others to ensure that her work was cred-
ible: “Of course, I have to be really careful that I am not making boneheaded,
naive statements. I make sure that I check my work. That is why it is good that
this current project involves someone who knows this area very well” [C].
While most informants either were—or felt compelled to be—modest about
their abilities, one informant argued that reading outside her discipline was no
more challenging than reading within it:

Anybody who’s gone through the 70s and 80s in literature has had to read
a lot of theory, what we call theory. And theory is anything from, you know,
Sartre on existentialism, way back in the 40s . . . to Baudrillard, Cixous,
any of what we would call the fashionable literary poststructuralists,
postmodernists. It’s pretty challenging stuff so I’ve never found reading
history or politics more challenging than that. I am not trying to downplay
their significance, but it’s pretty understandable stuff. [N]

Every individual I interviewed described reading as a major component of
doing interdisciplinary work. For a few reading was the major form of interac-
tion with other disciplines. Others combined reading with course work or con-
versations with faculty who shared similar interests. Some individuals read in
depth in one or two other fields, guided by the needs of their research or teach-
ing. They carried out synthetic interdisciplinary projects in this manner, se-
lecting reading material directly related to the problem or issue involved. In
these cases reading focused narrowly on the disciplinary content and methods
involved. Other informants, individuals doing informed disciplinary or con-
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ceptual interdisciplinary research and teaching, ranged more widely over the
disciplines in search of relevant theories and information. Individuals pursu-
ing transdisciplinary topics seemed to pursue a combination strategy: guided
by the desire to apply a theory or method to a particular discipline or field,
they read more broadly than informants pursuing synthetic work, but they nar-
rowed and intensified their reading in particular disciplines when pursuing a
particular project.

Engaging Colleagues in Interdisciplinary Conversation

Conversation in academia takes many different forms. Some faculty con-
sider any kind of engagement of mind with subject matter, whether it involves
individuals or simply their writing, as a conversation of sorts. I define conversa-
tion more narrowly as a dialogue between two or more individuals. Such con-
versations can be informal talks between two colleagues over lunch, E-mail
exchanges, discussions among faculty attending a seminar on a specific topic
or a professional association meeting, or a more formalized collaboration.
Nearly all the faculty I interviewed attended the annual meeting of their disci-
plinary association. Attendance, however, was often described as perfunctory.
Individuals viewed these meetings as opportunities to connect with old friends
and see what was happening in the field but not as exciting opportunities for
scholarly stimulation. More often, smaller interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary
meetings better served their interests.

The best discussions I have are at small meetings. The most fruitful, let’s
say influential, discussions I have are at meetings where I meet with col-
leagues from other places who work in the area I work in, psychologists
and zoologists. I would say it’s split fifty-fifty. . . . It’s really a nice mix. It’s a
stimulating kind of situation to be able to talk with people with a variety of
different interests since my research straddles two very broad subareas of
both psychology and biology. [D]

I have stopped going to the big disciplinary meeting. I find it lacks any
sense of intimacy where you can really talk about whatever it is. So the
recent conferences that I have gone to have been the smaller regional
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conferences. If fact, I’ve narrowed down in political science and have been
going to the ones that have more of a reputation of doing black and
women’s studies and thus it’s much more interdisciplinary. [I]

Attendance at the annual disciplinary meeting, although roundly criticized as
unnecessary, can be a persistent disciplinary norm. Since it is easy to abide,
many faculty seemed willing, if not eager, to take part. One biologist attended
multiple meetings as an information-gathering strategy.

A lot of people belong to these organizations, but not to my particular
constellation. I belong to the Entomological Society of America because
of the value of finding information or feedback about insect biology and
that isn’t necessarily in a context that I want, but I can apply. When I go to
those meetings, for instance, there are very few papers that work on what I
work on. If I go to an animal behavior meeting, I see very few papers that
work on what I work on with insects, but between the two I can find a
lot of interaction. So I belong to kind of a wide range of them to get
little pieces from each. Within those organizations, do they particularly
foster interdisciplinarity? No, I would say that most of them are fairly
narrow. [F1]

Workshops and institutes focused on specific topics were particularly use-
ful to faculty with interdisciplinary interests. Here, faculty could make profes-
sional, as well as intellectual, connections. A political scientist interested in
transdisciplinary research regularly attended meetings at an institute on com-
plexity:

That has been helpful in the sense of providing me with a national com-
munity that is interested in computer simulation. It’s not mainstream so-
cial science and it’s not a large field in the social sciences. I keep in touch
with those people and learn from them and get feedback from them,
things like that. And the last three years, they have provided funding for
my work in computer modeling here. . . . They have provided more gen-
erous funding than I could have gotten otherwise on one of the topics I
really wanted to do. And I don’t feel I have to bend myself out of shape,
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which I would have to do for the NSF [National Science Foundation] so
the [review] panel would understand what I was doing. [A]

This community appeared to be an “invisible college,” that is, a small network
of individuals working in a highly specialized research area (Crane 1972). Such
networks are usually developed by personal contact and sustained by the ex-
change of written material and the occasional specialized colloquia. Infor-
mants with long-standing synthetic interdisciplinary interests also used special-
ized meetings and institutes to learn more about a topic and connect with
like-minded colleagues.

In some cases attendance at an institute marked the beginning of inter-
disciplinary interests and scholarship. An economist vividly illustrated the ef-
fect that learning about interdisciplinary theory and research had on her think-
ing.

After I got tenure a friend of mine suggested I go to an institute on femi-
nist theory and pedagogy. That was about 1981. I said “All right, I’ll spend
three weeks doing that.” . . . Of course, what they call theory and what
[economists] call theory just weren’t the same. If it didn’t have equations,
to me it wasn’t theory. That kind of changed my whole way of thinking
about economics. . . . [Later] when I was doing some research on female
executives’ compensation, I did some seminars on research on women.
We met every month for a year. I was exposed to some of the top women
doing that kind of research. It really gets you thinking about economic
modeling and what modeling is all about, how narrow the model that
most economists use really is. How if you accept that as the real world—
rather than just a very narrow definition of the real world—it really limits
what you can think about. [B]

For other informants meetings served a more generalized function—stimulat-
ing ideas and revitalizing the mind. A biologist found that meetings were av-
enues to creativity. Although he admitted that he could not trace particular
creative acts to particular conversations, he believed the interdisciplinary in-
teractions were more stimulating to him than isolated study. A Romance lan-
guages scholar active in area studies expressed a similar notion: that the best
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encounters were the ones that resulted in learning. She also enjoyed the op-
portunity to think about “something different” for a while.

A lot of people who go to the meetings of this area studies association say
that they go even though it’s in addition to their regular discipline offer-
ings—and you know that there’s not a lot of money for travel these days, so
it’s a hardship—because it’s interesting, because it’s fun, because they
don’t just go to all the literature sessions, because they go to a political
science debate over something, because they hear a great paper about con-
temporary music. They want to know more than just their own thing that
they teach because they want to keep learning and they want to be excited
and they want to be renewed and when it starts getting dry and dull, you
know, that’s when we all want to check out. [N]

Faculty seminars, a mechanism for facilitating local conversations, served
similar purposes for faculty who wanted to share their ideas on topics with
campus colleagues. At one institution several informants pursuing conceptual
interdisciplinary projects attended the same seminar. An anthropologist com-
mented on the connecting thread: an interest in critical theory.

I’ve been involved with a particular faculty seminar in various successful
ways and unsuccessful ways over the last five years. . . . We talk to each
other because we are all coming from similar places in critical social
theory. So we are reading the same material, though we’re all covering
sort of circles that overlap in certain areas. What happens is we get a lot of
energy from what is being brought in from those outer edges. Sometimes
you reject them because they are too far out, but sometimes they are ex-
actly what opens you up to a whole new thing. [H1]

For scholars with nascent interests, the seminar was an opportunity to test new
ideas and receive feedback from colleagues.

It was an important moment in my life because it was the first time I had
ever presented my work to an audience other than literature people. It was
an amazing moment because I gave this paper and people in history and
anthropology had things to say to me. . . . It was great! One person who
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works in feminist anthropology helped me think through some of the femi-
nist dimensions of the paper, gave me some excellent references and
helped me think it through theoretically. Another person whose theoreti-
cal origins are in Marxism helped me think about those parts of the paper
that bordered on Marxist issues. [B1]

For this associate professor, an interdiscplinary seminar deepened and refined
her interest in critical theory and eventually brought it closer to the center of
her academic life.

Campus-wide forums also served interdisciplinary interests. A biologist de-
scribed a seminar that connected individuals interested in ecological issues
from across the campus and generated research opportunities for the faculty
involved:

We began talking and it very quickly became a forum for people inter-
ested in related issues. It began with about fifteen people and two years
later there were about sixty attending two-hour sessions each week. Engi-
neers joined. Atmospheric scientists joined. Ed school people joined. A
whole bunch of us discovered that there were lots of people at this uni-
versity we didn’t know who were doing related kinds of research. We
also discovered we liked talking to each other and we saw all kinds of re-
search opportunities, particularly if we worked in a truly interdisciplinary
way. [I1]

A psychologist used a variety of means to build his understanding of cognitive
science. In addition to attending campus seminars on psychological ap-
proaches to meaning—”what a person knows when they know the meaning of
a word”—he took graduate courses on philosophy of mind and participated in
a summer workshop on artificial intelligence and another on linguistics [G1].
Individuals used these forums as ways to gather information, to learn what
others were thinking about the same topic, and to crystallize their own ideas.
They valued the opportunity to present their ideas to colleagues and the feed-
back they received. Like meetings of professional associations, seminars, insti-
tutes, and workshops often served multiple purposes. For one anthropologist,
whose research interests had taken him far from his home discipline, a gradu-
ate seminar offered a regular opportunity to connect with students.
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The seminar is not hugely central to my empirical research, but it’s ex-
tremely central to my place in the university. My first couple of years here
I had a lot of students, got involved with a lot of graduate training, but
entirely with students in psychology. There’d been this desperate need to
have someone who spoke psychology but was in anthropology and I got
swamped by the number of dissertation committees I was on—but all in
psych. The seminar has allowed a coterie of students in anthropology to
develop and that’s very exciting for me. [S]

At all the institutions that I visited, faculty considered such local colloquia
and forums to be important meeting grounds. Most belonged to at least one
interdisciplinary faculty group; a few were serving or had served as directors of
these groups. Where annual disciplinary meetings fell short, institutional col-
leagues with similar interests took up the slack. One faculty member described
her efforts to put together an interdisciplinary seminar based on the work of
twenty faculty members from across her campus as a desire for community
and a “fishing expedition” to see “who was out there and what might happen.”
For faculty who pursued individual interdisciplinary projects, such forums
were useful sounding boards for new ideas. For those separated from depart-
mental colleagues by research interests or intellectual impasses, these meet-
ings and forums also offered colleagueship.

Delimiting Expertise and Authority

During the 1970s and 1980s, researchers conducted a modest number of
studies of interdisciplinary research. These focused almost exclusively on team-
based interdisciplinary research in both academic and industrial settings.
While a few included teams with social scientist members, the objects of most
of these studies were interdisciplinary projects in the applied sciences and en-
gineering. The literature therefore leaves the impression that interdisciplinar-
ity can be achieved only by collaborative means, and indeed it was often sug-
gested that there is no such thing as an interdisciplinary individual (for
example, Taylor 1986). About half of the faculty whom I interviewed had col-
laborated on interdisciplinary research and roughly half had team taught at
least one interdisciplinary course. Informants who did not collaborate across
disciplines did not necessarily eschew collaborative activities altogether. In fact
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several had collaborated on a number of projects with colleagues in their own
discipline but had pursued their interdisciplinary projects solo. For others who
wanted to collaborate with colleagues outside their disciplines, it was a matter
of finding someone interested in what they wanted to do.

Most of the participants in this study taught interdisciplinary courses rang-
ing from informed disciplinary courses to synthetic or conceptually based topi-
cal courses without the aid of collaborators. In fields such as women’s studies,
interdisciplinarity is a way of life, and individuals often teach courses that re-
quire substantial interdisciplinary knowledge. In feminist circles willingness to
relinquish the role of classroom expert for the more collegial position of
colearner is considered part of the effort needed to redress the power imbal-
ances of the typical classroom. The experience can be trying, but it is not par-
ticularly unusual.

You read a lot and you pray a lot and you hope that you’re not going to
look foolish in front of students who are, in many cases, likely to know
more about a particular interdisciplinary area than you are. The first time
that I prepared for the intro course, I can’t tell you the number of times I
shook my head and said, “How did I ever get myself into this?” [G]

This faculty member’s experience of being asked to teach a women’s studies
course mirrored the experiences of many others in the study: “they asked me
to do it and I said, ‘Yeah, I’ll try.’ It was probably a naive response because I had
no clue about a lot of the stuff that goes into a course like that . . .” [G].

Interdisciplinary work was a constant reminder of the limitations of one’s
knowledge. Most informants realized that they could not claim the same level
of expertise in their adopted discipline or disciplines as they did in their home
discipline. For individuals in this study, this meant they had to live without the
comfort of expertise.

One of the reasons why I think interdisciplinarity is always fighting an
uphill struggle is because it is not only multivocal, it’s not only less cer-
tain, but it has a softer feel about it. People who have a narrow disciplinary
focus are able to say things they think with great confidence. What can
interdisciplinary people say with great confidence? [F]
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An economist who regularly taught interdisciplinary courses argued that the
“desire to understand and appreciate the breadth of what’s out there is differ-
ent than the ability to do it.” He believed that he had learned to make use of
experts, “as opposed to being the expert in everything. Or even claiming that
you’re expert in your own discipline” [O].

Experienced and inexperienced informants alike talked about the peda-
gogy of interdisciplinary courses, arguing that interdisciplinarity demanded a
different attitude toward instruction. Once again informants discussed the need
to abandon notions of mastery:

Teaching gives me a chance to try out some of the new ideas, to work
them through for myself as well as introducing them to students. It’s a
whole philosophy of teaching that doesn’t proceed from mastery; it pro-
ceeds from an ongoing effort to be learning and to translate that to stu-
dents. [C]

I’ve done certain things that the students haven’t done yet, but I’m not
going to set myself up as this expert or try to assert my authority as a way of
covering up what I don’t know. I’d much rather play master of ceremonies
and have this back-and-forth thing. Try to summarize every once in a
while, but not assert my personality and knowledge base because I can
learn so much from my seminars. When you create a situation where it’s
really active learning, people get so much more involved and it’s much
better for everybody. It’s precisely people bringing in their individual per-
spectives and knowledge bases that makes it exciting, makes it possible for
everyone to contribute. [E]

Traditional academic concerns about the depth of knowledge permeated these
interviews. Individuals seemed to feel compelled to qualify their comments
about other fields with a confession that they lacked expertise in the area. They
claimed that they still felt they did not know enough about other disciplines in
which they were working, and they were eager to provide evidence of the qual-
ity of their engagement. Although these concerns arose in conversations about
both teaching and research, they seemed to be more troublesome in research
activities. A French-language scholar who served as a director of a women’s
studies program acknowledged the need for greater depth in research:
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I guess the only kind of authority that has ever interested me is the author-
ity of knowledge. And maybe that was the one time, when I first began to
teach women’s studies, when I thought, “What do you mean you are go-
ing in there and talking about biology or going in there and talking about
the problems with this statistical data?” I had to get over that. And cer-
tainly there is a level of expertise on which I might draw in an introduc-
tory women’s studies class that I would never draw on in my own work. It’s
simply too superficial. [K]

An anthropologist studying social and religious rituals pointed to a collection
of biology and physiology texts on her bookshelf, as if to demonstrate that her
words were backed by actions:

I’m doing anatomy and physiology right now because my own research is
requiring me to understand the production of the amino acids and how
that’s created by particular kinds of foods that we use in ritual. It’s really
important to know what’s actually going on. I’m wading through that. I’ll
never be a biologist, you know, but it’s really interesting. I’ve pretty much
figured out what kinds of amino acids are created with what kinds of foods,
but that has required me to make appointments with the nutritionist
at the hospital. . . . So what I needed to understand, was the ritual food
and it seems to me there is a strong reason to look at what the properties
of that food are and how the definitions of the food are given through
time. [M]

The psychologist who spent his sabbatical year studying neuroscience in a
graduate department of his university contended that his knowledge of biology
was still not adequate for the work he pursued: “I still don’t know enough be-
cause I have very little background in biological work. . . . I don’t know it as
well as the students do” [G1]. A political scientist was also careful to dispel any
ideas that he might be an expert in agronomy:

You need to know something about the technical processes of producing
rice, for example, if you are going to do research on a rice society, because
you have got to know something about, for example, the wet season, the
dry season, what kind of rice grows when, the impact of the Green revolu-
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tion. I mean it is not a detailed understanding, I certainly don’t want to
put myself forward as someone who could do research to improve yields
of rice or palm oil or whatever it is. But you need to know something
about [it]—so I also sometimes end up reading things about the technical
nature of production; usually if I start a new commodity that is where I
begin. [C1]

A number of individuals talked about reconciling themselves to the idea
that interdisciplinarity precluded the desire to know everything about a sub-
ject. A philosopher, in particular, seemed content with this conclusion rather
than resigned. She spoke enthusiastically about interdisciplinary work while
recognizing her own limitations.

I think as I become more mature, I am less ego-invested with a very highly
defined sense of myself as a moral or other expert. I am more willing to
acknowledge how poorly educated I am. And you know just how exciting
some of this other stuff is. It’s just an amazing new series of worlds that
makes very credible connections with my work . . . and it makes my work
seem much more rich. I consider myself being about as thrilled giving up
interdisciplinarity as going on a starvation diet. I think of it as becoming a
scholar and less a technician. [J]

Throughout these interviews, informants seemed to stress their limitations
rather than their strengths. In some cases, these kinds of statements may re-
flect a sense of personal or scholarly inferiority. Often, they reflect socializa-
tion into disciplinary communities where depth of knowledge is emphasized
and breadth of knowledge more often criticized. Even faculty in liberal arts
colleges, where general education and breadth are valued components of
higher education, assessed their work using the traditional standard of depth.
In the case of some women informants, comments about limitations also re-
flect the feminist perspective that all knowledge is partial and that mastery or
authority is illusory. Still, on occasion, the requirement of humility wore thin.
A biologist suggested that faculty crossing disciplinary lines were forced to take
an overtly and overly modest stance, so as not to offend their disciplinary and
interdisciplinary colleagues. He described his conversations with a physicist
on his campus.
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We both still sort of act like, “Oh, but you know, I really don’t understand
the muscles,” or “Please, I am not worthy, please be tolerant with the fact
that I don’t understand cells.” Now this is a very smart woman. She is a
great physicist. If my students, in a day’s time, can understand how these
muscles work, certainly so can she. But why do we continue to act as if we
are doing this weird sort of dance about that? Why not be embracing of
each other’s disciplines like this? Can’t we be confident to try and talk in
each others discipline? Maybe make a mistake? [F1]

This biologist also provided a example where he chose not to join the dance:
“I teach writing in my classes and I think I do it well, but I can tell that when I
talk about it with members of the English department, for instance, it is like,
“This is not your area. We will give you advice on how you should teach writ-
ing to your students in science.” He argued that when he does not play the
expected part, he is perceived as arrogant and that this stymies interdiscipli-
nary conversation. His final comment on the subject can be interpreted as
either defeatist or accepting: “Perhaps if I want to have the interaction I need
to play the game” [F1].

Collaborating with Colleagues

One common strategy for compensating a perceived lack of expertise was
to collaborate with those with the needed expertise. Most informants described
collaborations of two or three faculty from different disciplines. Few had par-
ticipated in large team projects; in this study only a few psychologists and bi-
ologists had experienced the kind of team interdisciplinary research that has
been the focus of empirical studies of interdisciplinary research. A biologist
interested in global change had the most team experience and was currently
director of a group of principal investigators from a variety of disciplines on a
long-term, large-scale project. A few individuals team taught a course with
three or more colleagues, but this was the exception rather than the rule.

The process of identifying colleagues to share teaching and research re-
sponsibilities was rarely a systematic process. Finding a collaborator was more
frequently accidental than planned. Only a few faculty sought out individuals
with the particular purpose of collaboration in mind; most simply met like-
minded individuals along the way. Faculty described these meetings as im-
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promptu discussions of shared interests that blossomed into collaborative
teaching or research projects. One political science professor described an in-
terdisciplinary course that grew out of a guest lecture on obscenity given in a
colleague’s art class: “The students really appreciated having that information
and she appreciated me doing it because she couldn’t have done it; she didn’t
know that stuff. It was a very positive experience and we said, ‘Gee, this was
really fun and really interesting. . . . Well, gee this would be fun to do a course
on this’” [I].

An opportunity for an interdisciplinary research collaboration arose when
another political scientist gave a lecture on his work for campus colleagues.

I had a theory of alliances that was based on the simple idea that you tend
to want to work with people you are compatible with and you tend to not
want to be in an alliance with people who you are incompatible with. And
I applied this to nations to predict the alliance structure of World War
II. . . . In one of the presentations I made here, some people in the busi-
ness school had come to hear the talk. They came up to me afterward and
they said, “This is great. This applies to business alliances.” And in
particular, they had an example. . . . [After hearing their idea] I said,
“That sounds neat. Let’s talk about that.” So we talked about that. They
brought in a graduate student and another faculty member . . . and I
had a graduate student doing the programming and the data work for me.
The short story is that it worked. You could use exactly the same theory
with different notions of what makes for compatibility, obviously. That is
being published in an organization science journal that is mainly read by
economists. [A]

An associate professor of English literature and women’s studies who often col-
laborated with colleagues on research and teaching projects explained that
these activities had many origins. One teaching collaboration resulted in the
decision to write up the experience that appeared innovative. Another grew
out of a friendship. In contrast to expectations that collaboration results from a
rational search for complementary expertise, this individual argued that the
personal connection was the more important ingredient in her collaborations:
“It’s not as if I would have an idea and approach somebody at the university
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who I didn’t even know, because of the discipline they were in” [C]. She looked
for an analogy that would reveal the motivations for her collaborations:

It’s a little like falling in love, it really is. You have a kind of simpatico
going on there. Sometimes it’s because I admire someone . . . and I want
to find out more about who they are and what they think, what they might
have to offer me. It’s almost like a teacher-pupil relationship there. A lot of
times it just grows out of the conversation.

Opportunities for collaborative projects presented themselves during
lunches, after committee meetings, following presentations, or as a result of
attendance at seminars. Serendipitous meetings of the mind were particularly
common in the liberal arts colleges I visited where the small size of the faculty
and campus facilitated cross-disciplinary conversation. The political scientist
quoted above noted that she often offered to guest lecture in colleagues’ classes,
not only because she liked doing it, but also because the small size of the
college made it possible to know what colleagues in other departments needed.
A geologist also noted that size and proximity created opportunities.

He’s just across the hall. I don’t know if we would have collaborated—I’m
sure we wouldn’t have—if the philosophy department didn’t move into
the geology building. The building was renovated and that added some
space. So they moved here. That has been great. It has worked out very
well. Both departments have a considerable amount of interaction. We’ve
learned a lot about each other and our disciplines that way. [L1]

An informant interested in questions straddling anthropology and psychology
talked about coming to the university as a new professor and happily finding a
ready-made connection to an individual whose work he admired.

One of [my collaborators] is someone whose work I had long been inter-
ested in and when I came—this was entirely accidental—it turned out
that he was married to someone in the anthropology department. So it
was easy for me to meet him. We had a numbers of interests in common
and we ended up doing a conference together and editing a book together
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and writing a couple of things together. There is another psychologist here
and, again, he was somebody whose work I knew. He had a lot of interdis-
ciplinary curiosity and we became quite close and worked together. Once
I started, the connections with other people in psychology were fairly easy
to make. [S]

An economist told a complicated tale of how he came to see connections
between development economics, liberation theology, and social change,
while on a sabbatical to study energy economics in the 1970s. The conduit
was a series of lectures on liberation theology given by a priest at a local church.
The lectures helped him think about the ways in which social change
occurs and how it can be organized: “For me, that was the missing ingredient
in economic development theory; I couldn’t see how to get social change to
work” [W]. When he returned to his home institution six months later, he
found himself sitting at a lunch table with a colleague from the religion de-
partment.

I kind of innocently said, “Gee, is anybody in your department doing any-
thing with liberation theology?” He said, “I just finished writing a book
about liberation theology.” So we started to talk about how I got interested
in it and why I thought it was an appropriate topic for an economist to
look at. We decided that day that we had the makings of a course. The
next fall we taught the course for the first time. [W]

While serendipity played a large role in collaboration, some of my infor-
mants purposefully sought others with similar interests for collaborations. A
biologist who specializes in entomology first searched for interdisciplinary con-
nections through the literature and, after finding them, sought individuals who
could help him follow through on his ideas. His collaborations often resulted
from his overtures to individuals with the ability to answer a particular ques-
tion: “The collaborations with the folks like the person in the optics lab, that
kind of stuff, is one where I bring them a question and they help me with a
technical solution. I get to learn this area and I learn a lot of theory, too” [F1].

In other cases the nature of the research required a team approach. One
psychologist, who worked almost exclusively on research teams, enjoyed the
experience.
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I should say everything I do is collaborative in some sense, from either just
the genesis of the project to writing. Almost all of my publications are
multiple authors. I think that happens in part because when you do inter-
disciplinary work, it’s bigger. Everything’s bigger. I mean you’re trying to
look at more things, you’re interested in the interconnections between
more things and you need more expertise and you need more man-
power to pull them off. When I had the postdoc in public health, they
were really oriented collaboratively, so you have centers: you have epide-
miologists, psychiatrists, etc. And it’s a model that I really like. I like that
better than the kind of individual soldier model out here. I just feel like
you just learn so much from talking to someone else about what you are
doing. [T]

Another faculty member working in the natural sciences similarly sought out
collaborators to do “the mechanics” of research: “the relationship that I have
with my colleagues tends to be more focused on the mechanical aspects of the
research. The intellectual, the ideas behind it, the writing, etc., I tend to do
that by myself” [D]. He confessed that he was not the “kind of person who is
going to sit down and work together in terms of generating ideas and interpre-
tations.” For him collaborators were useful for the technical knowledge they
brought to his experiments involving brain manipulations on animals and be-
cause they “keep me from getting bored.” Another individual trained in elec-
tron microscopy was the source of technical expertise for chemists at her uni-
versity.

We do some work with one of the chemists who makes little tiny balloon-
like vesicles out of the membrane lipids. I think the chemists’ thrust is to
encapsulate something in those artificial membranes that they can then
introduce as a chemotherapeutic or something. It’s something so far from
what we’re thinking about that I don’t even know what the application is.
But the vesicles are so small that they can’t see them with any other
method except the electron microscope. So . . . we have the apparatus
and the methods and the machines and the films and all the things they
need to do this and . . . their role is to bring a drop containing the vesicles
and our role is to look in the microscope. So it’s just a combination of
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expertise that from such diametrically different parts of the thing the
chemists and the biologists have to do it together. [R]

A psychologist described a collaborative research project with a teaching
physician. Despite their differing goals, they were able to work together suc-
cessfully.

I’m interested in doing this to answer basic questions about knowledge
organization and problem solving, simply using this research setting as
the vehicle, the content domain. I mean it doesn’t matter to me; I could
do this research in any setting. But for this person, it’s more than that.
This is what he does. [Q]

Other individuals described incidents where differing disciplinary goals im-
peded the success of a collaboration. A psychologist who had collaborated with
a philosopher on a number of projects recounted one failed project:

We drafted out a paper, a coauthored paper that never got published. We
had a first draft; I wrote part of it and he took pieces out of his dissertation,
which had never been published, so we married it with the stuff I had
written and we sat down together and we tinkered with the whole. We
really spent a long time talking through the ideas to the point where we
both were comfortable with what we wanted to say. But then the paper
didn’t get worked on for a while. In the meantime, he’s got some papers
coming out with some of these same ideas, I’ve got a paper coming out
with some of these ideas and then last fall we agreed to abandon it be-
cause each of us by then had gone farther in our thinking on the issue and
second of all, basically we said what we had to say. So I think what may
have gotten in the way there were disciplinary constraints on how you
publish. For me, it’s different audiences. I wanted to target the paper to
psychology, the cognitive science people. He was more interested in tar-
geting the philosophy of science. Again, those are our disciplinary bases,
but I think that’s part of the problem. [J1]
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Individuals who had not collaborated with colleagues on interdisciplinary
projects often indicated their willingness, but a lack of opportunity, to do so.

Right now, I don’t have time to do anything except stay afloat. . . . I can’t
even conceive of proposing to teach an interdisciplinary course here be-
cause my responsibilities are to provide courses in the major for majors.
As much as I think it would be great fun to teach a course on plants and
history, the role of cotton in world history, there is no way in my life that I
will ever have time to do that. [Z]

Time pressures were a particular concern. An experienced collaborator com-
mented: “You can’t sit down and say here is this project and we are going to
work on it and we are going to be done with this project three months from
now. You have to recognize that there is a long time frame before these kinds
of things come to fruition” [W]. A director of a black studies program embark-
ing on his first collaboration with a colleague from a different discipline antici-
pated that extra time would be needed to familiarize himself with the material
from another discipline, as well as with his new collaborator:

You can’t sort of walk into the situation with the anticipation that what-
ever you write and whatever perspectives you take are going to immedi-
ately ring a bell or be familiar to the other person. So it takes a lot more
effort. In fact what we have done in order to prepare for this—we hope [it
will become] an article, and I don’t know maybe if it works out maybe we
can go further and write a book—but we have assigned each other books
out of our area to read and articles to read. So, yeah, it takes a lot more
lead time and preparation. [U]

Similar preparation issues surfaced in discussion of interdisciplinary teach-
ing. The director of black studies talked about the extensive discussions he and
a colleague had before they developed a team-taught course.

If you are team teaching a course it is very helpful to have a good bit of
lead time. . . . The last course that I taught was with someone in the En-
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glish department. We spent a semester plus a summer simply talking be-
fore we even put the course together. Then we met every week, some-
times two or three times a week, making sure that we understood where
the other was coming from and trying to bring some coherence to the
material. [U]

Disciplinary courses, a biologist explained, could become rote after time; even
a new disciplinary course could be created from familiar materials: “If you are
teaching within your discipline you can fall back on something that you know
very, very well. Even when I teach a new course in this department, big hunks
of it are things I have taught before, so I don’t have to think about it—I know
the best way to convey something” [A1]. In contrast interdisciplinary courses
took more time because they made different demands:

It’s a lot more work because you have to make explicit assumptions that
you don’t have to make explicit when you are in control of your course.
I’ve taught both within the department and outside and I think it’s been
much more satisfying outside, much more enjoyable. It’s much more of a
stretch. . . . And, of course, with interdisciplinary, team-taught courses,
chances are there’s not a textbook because it’s in some new, developing
area. [A1]

While collaboration is clearly an important part of interdisciplinary work,
it is not all of interdisciplinary work, as the empirical literature suggests. For
some informants collaboration defined interdisciplinarity, and they worked for
long periods of time with a single colleague. Others were serial monogamists
who collaborated with different individuals in a given field in order to answer
interdisciplinary questions. Still others, mostly those who had team taught a
number of courses, worked with faculty in a number of different disciplines.
About half of those interviewed had not collaborated at all across disciplines,
but most did not rule it out. Only one person purposefully avoided collabora-
tions, comparing the search for a collaborator to the search for a mate and
enumerating her expectations for such a relationship. She viewed her research,
which I categorized as conceptual interdisciplinary, as a very personal creative
process:
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Because there are no models, doing interdisciplinary work is kind of seek-
ing inspiration. It’s a feeling that you generate in yourself, this instinct to
see things in a broad way and get ideas. . . . It’s making all kinds of con-
nections that other people might say, “What? This is insane!” . . . It’s a
very private matter. It’s a conversation that you have with yourself and the
outside world, but kind of privately. [P]

Time has always been a valuable commodity for faculty, and informants
deemed it crucial to interdisciplinary work. Whether they worked individually
or in collaboration, individuals needed time to gear up for interdisciplinary
projects. Reading and learning the language of other disciplines took varying
amounts of time, depending on the distance or proximity of the neighboring
disciplines. Once informants began teaching an interdisciplinary course or
conducting interdisciplinary research, they did not necessarily stop reading and
talking with colleagues. However, these activities became secondary as infor-
mants entered the classroom or began an inquiry.

Teaching Interdisciplinary Courses

Many informants described a type of teaching that could be categorized
as informed disciplinarity because it focuses on helping students see phenom-
ena through different disciplinary lenses. Faculty from the liberal arts colleges
were especially familiar with this kind of teaching, perhaps because they often
taught general education and service courses to undergraduates as part of their
teaching load. However, advanced courses could also take an interdisciplinary
turn and often went beyond informed disciplinarity to synthetic or conceptual
interdisciplinary forms. An anthropologist from one of these small colleges
questioned the worth of specialized approaches to teaching, criticizing them
as a “very American, western idea”:

We think you really need to be superspecialized. Well that’s a very Ameri-
can, western idea. I teach a course on magic, witchcraft, and religion
which looks at the sacred from sociological, psychological, and anthropo-
logical perspectives. When you think about all the different ways people
can define that, all the different ways people can experience that, I just
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don’t understand how you can say you can only do one. It just—that’s not
what human life is. That’s not what life is. We can’t pretend to understand
it all anyhow. [M]

Informants often asked the question “How can you teach ___ without consid-
ering ___?” An English professor who taught a course on episodes of genocide
around the world was adamant about the need for an interdisciplinary ap-
proach:

How can you understand the literature of genocide without understand-
ing all those other disciplines? That would be immoral as well as intellec-
tually dishonest to try to do that. You can’t take a disciplinary approach.
You can’t go through and look at the way different elements work in the
text. You could do that, I suppose. It would be interesting. But the stu-
dents would have these questions about why were all these people bystand-
ers? What motivated the Nazis? [X]

Faculty practiced interdisciplinarity to help students see the connections
among disciplines. A zoologist helped students see the relationships between
biology and physics by teaching them about the electric fish that he kept in an
aquarium in his laboratory. He recounted how his physics colleague loaned
him her oscilloscope and equipment for a demonstration in his biology class.
She, in return, asked if she could borrow his fish. Using examples, informa-
tion, and perspectives from two or more disciplines allowed these faculty to
help their students develop a complex understanding of the object of study.
The zoologist explained how this approach challenges students:

My students ask me why this class was so hard when high school was no
problem. I say, “Well, in high school they gave you the hammer and the
screwdriver, this piece of wood, and a saw.” And they said, “Memorize
what these things are supposed to do.” We are evaluating your ability to
use these tools by saying build a house. You have to use them in a way that
is integrative. It seems like the more tools that are in the box, the more
choices you are going to have. So looking at these questions from several
different angles or looking at them from a physics point of view versus a
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biology point of view, or seeing the connections between them might
make the world less mysterious. They might be looking down fewer tun-
nels. They are seeing through more than one window at a time. [F1]

Many of the liberal arts college informants were attuned to the discomfort
that students could experience in interdisciplinary courses. They acknowl-
edged that these approaches could be unfamiliar to students, even counter to
what they have previously learned about the disciplines: “We are asking them
to do things and to think things that we didn’t do. And we talk sometimes
about stopping and looking at each other and thinking, what if I had to do
this? Could I do what I am now asking them to do?” [K]. Another informant
commiserated with students who must read across disciplines. Describing a
course he cotaught with a group of colleagues from other departments, he
admitted his own discomfort with the assigned material:

When it was time for me to listen to the other faculty present, I had to
read in their areas and that was much harder. I think that everybody who
does this—who studies under somebody else—understands how hard it is
for students. Here I am experienced at reading and studying and all I’ve
got to do is participate in this class discussion—as a student for the most
part. The reading is slow going and it is complicated at times. I had to
sneak off and ask the faculty, “You know, I don’t get this at all, can you
explain this to me?” Come in and say to them, “I’m lost. I really need
some help with this.” [C1]

Informants also talked about finding ways to achieve their learning goals
for students in spite of the obstacles interdisciplinarity presented. Several in-
formants aided students in interdisciplinary courses by explicitly discussing and
reiterating the difficulties they should expect to encounter and the challeng-
ing nature of the approach on a regular basis during the class. They encour-
aged students to ask questions about things they didn’t understand. They also
suggested that interdisciplinary courses highlighted the importance of faculty’s
being conscious of students’ needs, slowing down, providing more examples
and illustrating points, increasing office hours, and adjusting evaluation sys-
tems as well.
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I realize this is hard for students. They come in and they don’t know what
to expect. I start talking about political science stuff and the political stu-
dents feel, “Oh, I understand this, this feels okay.” The others are anxiety-
ridden. Then I am talking to the black studies students and the political
science students are anxiety-ridden, they don’t think they are going to get
this information. So I tell them just at the outset that this is an interdisci-
plinary course and we have three different majors in here. I want to meet
all of your needs and similarly you’re going to have some anxiety about
whether you are successful or not. So to reassure them, I had many more
feedback mechanisms then I do in a regular class. For example, exam
measures and other things like case briefs, or articles to respond to, so that
I can give them feedback: “Yes, you’re doing fine; you’re on the right
track.” [I]

A philosopher who typically worked in a conceptual interdisciplinary
mode talked about the difficulty students experienced in dealing with the com-
plex, real-life problems that she presented in a course on medical ethics. She
reminds students in her classes of the arbitrary nature of disciplinary divisions,
noting “the world is very different from the world you saw in school. You will
not find any little nicely drawn lines any place in the world.” She also stresses
the need to learn how to use information from different disciplines: “You’re
just going to have to solve these really complicated problems that have all these
things put together and if you can’t manipulate them, you aren’t willing to
try.” She suggested there is no room for argument: “And you know I just give
them really complex interdisciplinary problems and I say, ‘Welcome to the
real world. Now we’re going to learn to cope’” [J].

Concerns about depth and coverage often arise in disciplinary classrooms
and can implicate an entire interdisciplinary curriculum. One challenge is
ensuring that students understand the fundamentals of both disciplines:

Ideally a course like this should be taught to seniors who have had three
science courses and three philosophy courses. Then we would have
greater depth to explore. These students [who took his interdisciplinary
course] have had neither philosophy nor science, so I would have to con-
sciously slow down and emphasize the examples more because that drew
the students in: “Why did they think about this in this way?” Once they
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start asking these questions you can proceed on those, but it was very hard
to just introduce basic science and basic philosophy and then try to draw
that interdisciplinary synthesis. That is hard. [L1]

A faculty member who once taught in women’s studies complained as well
about the depth that can be achieved in an interdisciplinary course: “I think
part of the problem with women’s studies programs—this is why it was a long
time before we went to the major—is that everything is at an introductory level.
You’re starting over all the time” [K]. For an anthropologist the introductory
theory course in anthropology encapsulated the difficulties created by her be-
lief in interdisciplinarity:

What do you teach? To be an anthropologist in 1995, you have to read
Foucault, you have to read David Harden. You have to read a range of
things that never have been considered part of the anthropological tradi-
tion to be an anthropologist. But to be an anthropologist, you also have to
know what was narrowly defined as anthropology, those disciplinary sort
of great men, or you’re going to end up reinventing the wheel. . . . But you
still have a semester, two semesters, to teach students what anthropology
is. So what do you do? What are your choices? Do you give them Marx
and Weber and Foucault and not give them Evans Pritchard and Radcliffe-
Brown? I mean what do you do? And we [the faculty in the anthropology
department] all are confused about it. And the students are confused about
it and they’re confused about what anthropology is at all anymore. [H1]

For a number of informants, the conflicts presented by interdisciplinary
work were not simply obstacles for students and faculty to surmount, but rather
teachable moments. The faculty member’s responsibility was to teach the sub-
ject matter and also to teach the conflicts presented by the subject matter.
One might expect individuals with conceptual interdisciplinary interests,
which typically include a critique of disciplinary limitations, to be particularly
attuned to conflicts, but instructors pursuing all types of interdisciplinary
courses adopted this strategy. Often these informants engaged students in ex-
plicit conversations about interdisciplinarity as a method of inquiry. An an-
thropologist working on synthetic interdisciplinary projects commented on the
goals of courses in an interdisciplinary graduate program.
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Well, the idea is to try to get them to grapple with the issues that interdisci-
plinarity addresses, that is, the limits to the traditional ways of knowing
about a problem and dealing with the problem. So, for instance, psycholo-
gists are no less concerned with culture or cultural interpretation than
anybody else, they just ignore the fact that they’re doing it. It’s as if culture
was not something that was shaping the way white college sophomores
were responding to pencil and paper tests, but in fact, it is. And the issue is
to try to bring that cultural interpretative dimension to the fore. . . . [S]

Other faculty used disciplinary conflicts to model critical thinking for students.
A team-taught course provided an economist and his colleague with opportu-
nities to disagree publicly and thereby to encourage students to express their
own opinions.

[My colleague] would just as soon get rid of markets. He thinks markets
are basically evil and I just fundamentally disagree. I think markets are
very important. I think that the problem with markets as a tool in the con-
text of development or anywhere else isn’t that the market is a weak tool,
it’s that we build all sort of constraints and boundary conditions around
the market that leads the market to satisfy the interest of a small elite group
rather than satisfy the well-being of a society. We fight about that issue all
the time, especially in front of the students. We are convinced that good
interdisciplinary pedagogy demands that the students see the thought pro-
cess going on and see the conflicts. Otherwise they are never going to
participate in the process. But as soon as they see me criticize him or they
see him criticize me, then they feel free to jump in also with their own
objections to the kinds of things we are saying. [W]

This strategy of public debate was common in team-taught courses; infor-
mants believed it offered students valuable learning experiences. A political
scientist commenting on a synthetic interdisciplinary course that she taught
with a colleague from the fine arts department argued that her own inability to
accept a particular viewpoint helped students acknowledge the possibility of
multiple perspectives on a topic.
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What I began to appreciate more was how the artist needs just to get un-
conditional funding. That’s the way the arts stay free. I can appreciate that
need on the part of the art community, but on the other hand the art for
art’s sake, which is one of the major debates that we had in the class, I
never could quite understand that. For me, art has to have a purpose, a
message. This is what challenged me the most. Everyone in the class un-
derstood—this is one of things I thought was good for the students—they
understood I didn’t get it. I just plain didn’t get it. I saw the world differ-
ently then the art people saw it. And I thought that was a healthy thing. [I]

An informant from an English literature department noted that at the gradu-
ate level, conflicts between disciplines become first-order experiences for stu-
dents as they experience, rather than simply witness, them. The methodology
classes in the women’s studies program had a reputation, she observed, for
producing confrontations among students from different fields: “it’s first-year
graduate students who are . . . trying to establish themselves in their discipline
and they come into this women’s studies class and they’re asked to throw that
out. That class is known as a place where the students sort of learn to define
themselves” [B1].

A few informants considered content to be, primarily, a vehicle for teach-
ing students how to think. A professor of history claimed, “I am less interested
in teaching students factual information than teaching them a set of thinking
skills, a set of reasoning skills—sort of critical inquiry” [V]. Similarly a profes-
sor of economics commented:

What we ought to be doing is trying to get students to understand how to
think a little more clearly. . . . That’s the foundation upon which all my
teaching now is built. To me, part of the critical reasoning concept is that
you constantly have to be looking at alternatives, what’s not being told,
different perspectives.

Rather than exciting students by helping them understand the specifics of an
economic model and overlooking its weaknesses, he argued that students need
to look at the different perspectives and goals underlying them: “if you really
want to understand the richness of economics and why there are these diversi-
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ties of thought, then you got to understand it’s not that this side is right and
that one’s wrong. But they’re coming at this thing trying to achieve different
goals” [O].

Other informants also suggested that exposing students to multiple per-
spectives enhanced their learning, but they did not phrase the need for mul-
tiple perspectives in terms of critical thinking. Informants working on concep-
tual interdisciplinary projects typically assumed the existence of multiple
realities and different contexts. A political scientist provided an example from
an undergraduate class she taught.

Most students come in with a classic, kind of rational approach to deci-
sion making and I think it’s very important for people to understand that if
that notion of decision making fits any decisions, it’s a very, very narrow
set of decisions and that if they are going to be thinking about decision
making in their public life or their own decision making in organizations,
that they need to have a much broader context for understanding it. They
need to understand things like incrementalism and they need to under-
stand how important context is, and they need to understand that goals
don’t always precede choices, sometimes choices get made and then goals
emerge. Most of them still think that that’s bad when they leave my class.
My version of it is understanding that that’s not bad, that’s part of life. But
at least, even the people who come away from it thinking that’s it’s bad, at
least now understand that it happens and I think they’ll do much better in
life if they understand that that happens. [L]

One individual trained as an economist later adopted a feminist stand-
point. She found it possible to teach traditional economics courses, but she
also asked students to be wary of neat, disciplinary questions and answers and
cognizant of how contexts influenced those answers. Another informant of-
fered an example from a seminar in the history of art. In this graduate course
students were often the source of differing perspectives.

I tend to focus on readings that are diametrically opposed. I like to get a
debate started around some topic and give people the feeling that they
can disagree, both with what they’ve read and with me. And, so really give
people a sense that they are all contributing perspectives on an issue and
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trying to broaden our treatment of the subject as much as possible, you
know, and eventually try and come to some consensus on it, but really use
seminars to build out on an issue and look at the various ways something
can be treated and get graduate students very, very involved. [E]

Learning theorists and others have argued that conflict promotes learning (for
example, Carter 1988, Trimbur 1989, Graff 1992). Hill (1990) contends that
both learning and writing require dissonance, turbulence, and perhaps fear.
Advocates of postmodern curricula, such as Doll (1993), suggest that disequi-
librium produces a learning environment that challenges students to personal-
ize their learning and thus intensifies the experience. This kind of experience
may not produce depth as it is traditionally defined, but, Doll argues, it is rig-
orous in its careful and critical exploration of underlying assumptions, mul-
tiple perspectives, and possibilities. Students who explore opposing points of
view and who move between disciplines develop new ways of thinking. Infor-
mants who adopted the idea of acknowledging and discussing conflicts in in-
terdisciplinary courses appeared to subscribe to similar theories.

Interdisciplinary teaching created its own set of challenges for faculty, but
informants who taught in merged departments or in a discipline other than
their own were especially conscious of the ramifications of interdisciplinary
instruction. In one liberal arts college, an anthropologist in a merged sociol-
ogy/anthropology department was required to teach sociology to undergradu-
ates and to guide them through independent study projects.

This is only our second year as a combined soc/anthro department and
we’re still trying to fill positions . . . we’re looking for just the right person
who can cross both and can work with anthro or soc students in their inde-
pendent studies because you have to do that. So I have learned soc be-
cause I’ve had to, because I’ve had to work with anthro and soc indepen-
dent studies. At the beginning when I was the only one, I really had to
become as much like a sociologist as I could right away because I didn’t
have any of my own majors and that’s what they needed. [M]

Similarly, a political scientist hired by a university sociology department found
that teaching courses in that discipline was more difficult than either she or
her colleagues anticipated:
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I spent a lot of time training myself in sociology because it turned out that
sociology and political science weren’t as similar as we thought. When I
was hired it was assumed that they were basically similar graduate trainings
and they really aren’t. They emphasize different things, there are different
heroes and villains, and different rubrics. So I also spent a lot of time train-
ing myself in sociology and sociological language, and terms and theories,
and just studies and learning the names. And who’s where and who just
got divorced and who just bought a house and you know, it’s something
you learn as part of the discipline, the gossip as well as the theoretical and
intellectual stuff. [P]

These retooling experiences occurred in the liberal arts colleges as well as the
universities in my study and in the sciences as well as the social sciences and
humanities. One informant, a zoologist, described being hired as a post-
doctoral researcher in a university psychology department. He credited his abil-
ity to do interdisciplinary work in the sciences to teaching general psychology
to undergraduates during his postdoctoral work, a task he reluctantly accepted.
In this and numerous other cases in this study connections between teaching
and research activities were catalysts for interdisciplinary projects.

In their reconceptualization of scholarship, Paulsen and Feldman (1995)
argue that integrative work can occur not only in research and teaching, but
also in service activities. An interdisciplinary program committee is one ex-
ample of this kind of service. A biologist who served on a committee that cre-
ated an environmental studies program at her college recalled that initial con-
versations among committee members representing a variety of disciplines
required considerable discussion of individuals’ assumptions about the field.

The provost . . . invited a group of us to talk about what shape the environ-
mental studies program should take . . . This provost’s field was English
and she felt, as I think the chemists did, that anyone going on in environ-
mental studies should have very strong technical proficiency. They should
be able to measure pollutants in landfills, that was the essence of environ-
mental studies . . . whereas I and some others in social sciences and hu-
manities who were at this meeting argued that what is needed is to under-
stand the context of environmental problems and that the solutions aren’t
scientific ones for the most part. [For students, being comfortable] with
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science was important so that you couldn’t be buffaloed—but breadth was
much more important and that problem solving in general and interdisci-
plinary thinking was more important in environmental studies than any-
thing else. [A1]

Once these early issues were discussed, the biologist realized how helpful her
earlier experiences on other interdisciplinary program committees had been:

We tried to understand how—questions like how to get depth in a pro-
gram for students without having a lockstep curriculum. How to have the
equivalent of advanced courses in environmental studies when you
weren’t sure that you would have a cohort of students that would have all
had similar backgrounds by the time they took that course. So, those ques-
tions were very similar to ones in women’s studies when they developed a
major there—and in fact I felt very well prepared having gone through
the whole thing years before with women’s studies. I was the only person,
really, on the environmental studies committee that had had experience
developing an interdisciplinary program and wrestling with these ques-
tions and it was very helpful to look at it with a whole different set of con-
straints and assumptions. [A1]

A political scientist played a similar role as a member of a committee that
created an interdisciplinary undergraduate program spanning political science,
economics, and philosophy. His comments on that experience focused largely
on the teaching aspects of that work: the committee read students’ proposals
for programs of study and advised their senior theses. He noted, as did the
biologist quoted above, the occasional political maneuvering as faculty tried
to use interdisciplinary programs to generate greater enrollments for their
courses. These, however, seemed to be minor annoyances rather than divisive
issues among faculty from different disciplines.

Despite the challenges that interdisciplinary teaching presented, most in-
formants welcomed the responsibility. Informants were able to empathize with
their students as they guided them through unfamiliar waters, often as they
themselves were learning to swim. The experience encouraged them to reflect
on their pedagogical styles and philosophies. Interdisciplinary teaching also
seemed to require that faculty recognize and accept multiple and sometimes
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conflicting perspectives. A few informants, particularly—but not exclusively—
those working in feminist and poststructuralist modes, saw interdisciplinarity
as an opportunity to consolidate research and teaching interests. An associate
professor of English became director of an interdisciplinary program, in part,
because the position offered this option:

I really wanted to leave my department, though, because the kinds of
courses that I could teach there were too narrow and I wanted to be able
to bring together my research and teaching. That’s one of the ways I stay
sane: being a person who is interdisciplinary means that you get pulled in
many different directions, and to integrate teaching and research is great.
[C]

Doing Interdisciplinary Research

Research questions often distinguish the disciplines from one another and
disciplinarity from interdisciplinarity. Disciplinary assumptions and prefer-
ences are often revealed in research projects and must be negotiated to ensure
successful collaboration on interdisciplinary research projects. Informants who
pursued individual interdisciplinary projects often conducted these negotia-
tions internally. An economist discussed her choice to explore other ways of
conducting inquiries in her field:

I find myself becoming increasingly disenchanted with mainstream meth-
ods because I think they [explain] so many things away to fit things into
nice neat mathematical boxes that there are lots of important questions
that don’t get answered or even asked. In work that I did . . . I came down
really hard on neoclassical approaches to technology and neoclassical ap-
proaches to understanding women’s position in the labor market because
they take everything out of institutional context. And I think that that
makes no sense when you are studying either technology or women, or
certainly the relationship between the two. So I mean my bottom line
there was, I don’t think you can do this. I don’t think you can answer these
questions using this particular method. I think you have to open up a lot
and consider institutional context, social forces, the way that interacts with
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women’s work, and the development of the computer and other kinds of
technology and all that stuff. [G]

Her explanation of her position on economic modeling and statistical ap-
proaches revealed her epistemological commitments and also the effects that
the development of these commitments had on her approach to research.
These commitments influenced ways of doing disciplinary and interdiscipli-
nary research.

It’s important, to me anyway, to emphasize that even if you can’t math-
ematically model it, it doesn’t mean you can’t build a model that makes
logical connections between things. And it doesn’t mean that you can’t
empirically test hypotheses because I see a real big difference between
doing statistical analysis and doing mathematical modeling. I think there
are lots of questions that you could answer, questions that I think I did
answer, at least partially answer, using statistical analysis in my work. Did
I have a formal utility-maximizing model of firms when they pursue tech-
nological change? No. Because I think that there is too much stuff that is
going on in that decision-making process to put it in terms of a math-
ematical model. I just don’t think you can do it. [G]

Another economist reconsidered economic theory as a result of his re-
search interests. Like the majority of U.S. economists, he was trained in the
neoclassical paradigm; however, it didn’t seem to help him understand devel-
opment in developing countries. Eventually he refashioned himself as an in-
stitutional economist.

The key piece of institutional analysis is the argument that says the way
any economic system really functions and really accomplishes its goals of
allocating scarce resources is shaped by the institutional arrangements.
Institutionalists contend that there is no universal economic theory, that
there can’t be. A universal theory would imply that the institutional ar-
rangements were the same everywhere and they are not. In every different
setting you have to have at least some marginal changes in the theory in
order to understand what is going on. That was very helpful to me be-
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cause it removed my guilt. My guilt came from rejecting the neoclassical
paradigm in the context of all these Third World development issues that
I was looking at. The institutionalists were telling me, that is good, you
should reject the paradigm because it doesn’t fit that setting. [W]

Faculty who pursued interdisciplinary work in the sciences or in social
science fields that operate in a scientific paradigm, such as cognitive psychol-
ogy, often encountered differences based on disciplinary assumptions and
methods. A physicist who ventured in the statistical analysis of economics data
offered the example of financial models:

A received wisdom in economics and in finance has been for many years
the efficient markets hypothesis. This is the notion that financial markets
by and large are efficient in the sense that price movements are unantici-
pated and random and that the system is sitting in some sort of equilib-
rium. So if you analyze a price series, you will see movements that are
kind of randomish, unanticipated. . . . [E1]

He noted that the natural reaction of a physicist to this state is that the system
is not in equilibrium:

The physicist looks at it and see all these guys on the trading floor, you
know, in the pit, yelling at each other and doing hand signals. All this
information is coming in all the time, and there is lots of stuff going on,
there’s lots of dynamics. The natural way for a physicist to think about this
is as a dynamic system. It is a system that has its own internal dynamics
and maybe some of these jumps and wiggles are just because of the inter-
nal dynamics of the systems and it is not at equilibrium. Now, these are
very, very different ways of looking at the same phenomena . . . from the
outset you come to this with a much different view of how you analyze the
system. [E1]

Problems like the one recounted above were resolved, if resolved at all, only
after much discussion. Informants often argued that the key was for collabora-
tors to understand and respect the assumptions of each other’s disciplines.
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If you are going to go and work in another field or try to bridge across to
another field, it is not productive to forget where you came from. It is also
not productive if you are too dismissive about it. You really have to try to
get into the mindset of the people who work in that field, try to under-
stand their concerns, which are legitimate and which you may be able to
help push. And it is not a trivial thing to do. It takes some time. You have
to strike a balance between sort of maintaining your intellectual integrity
and your own intellectual history and the tools that you have and visions
that you have and striking some posture of intellectual humility. It is not
productive to put on your white hat and ride in like the cowboys to save
Dodge City because it just doesn’t work like that. You can end up really
falling flat on your face. [E1]

A psychologist echoed the opinion that openness is needed but that interdisci-
plinarity should not require a researcher to renounce his or her disciplinary
knowledge: “If you’re good at what you do, you’ll never let go of what you do.
It will always be in the back of your mind, but you really should immerse
yourself in it, just completely. Until you start to see it a little through their
eyes” [G1].

Informants engaged in all forms of interdisciplinary research had to nego-
tiate, albeit to varying degrees, disciplinary assumptions and methods. Those
pursuing conceptual interdisciplinary work typically centralized disciplinary
conflicts by including explicit critiques of disciplinary perspectives and philo-
sophical justifications for interdisciplinary approaches. Those working on syn-
thetic and transdisciplinary projects treated disciplinary conflicts as pragmatic
issues to be wrestled with and overcome. With the exception of economists,
who talked extensively about disciplinary obstacles to interdisciplinarity, fac-
ulty informants in the humanities and social sciences were least bothered by
the notion that disciplinary assumptions would hinder collaborative efforts with
colleagues in other fields. These individuals typically attributed the success or
failure of interdisciplinary projects to personality factors, such as preferences
for collaboration or control of the inquiry. Among the disciplines economics is
notable for its strict assumptions and specific methods. Unlike faculty in other
fields who could adopt methods from neighboring disciplines that were con-
sistent with their beliefs about how knowledge should be pursued, economists
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in this study faced conflicts about basic epistemological and methodological
commitments when they considered theories or methods from outside their
discipline. The conflicts between existing and new conceptions of economics
led to a modification of their central disciplinary commitments. More flexible
models and theories replaced previously held economic tenets.

Faculty most often described the process of doing interdisciplinary work
as a learning process. Even when they were not attending classes or seminars,
they still perceived themselves to be students of other disciplines. Two indi-
viduals who had postdoctoral appointments in disciplines other than those they
studied as graduate students used their appointments as opportunities to learn
new research techniques. One commented on this experience:

In many ways this was a fundamentally important time because I was pub-
lishing some of the stuff from my thesis, thinking about what I was going
to do, and the postdoc at least gave me some experience with people do-
ing experimental studies. The big turning point came when I applied for
money to do some experimental studies. I turned the thesis and its claims
into the basis for a set of studies which I then kind of designed on my own
without any real understanding of how experimental psychology worked.
I did these studies which were awkward and clumsy and much more time-
consuming than they should have been, but it ended up being all right. I
published them as experiments and they were a major learning event. It
was an opportunity for me to develop some of the skills as an experimen-
talist for which I never had any training. [S]

Others engaged in reading programs that improved their understanding of dif-
ferent disciplines. Still, after five years of reading anthropology and sociology,
a political scientist admitted she was “still learning” and attempting to make
sense of insights from these disciplines:

It’s an ongoing process. In some ways I will always be learning it. But now
I am moving in a direction where I am able to look at the observations
[I’ve made in my studies] and I’m able to be true to them. I think that is
what is important to me, rather than kind of pick and choose and analyze
them into appropriate categories so that they’re squished down in some
way. [L]
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For individuals who collaborated on research, the learning process was a
two-way street: both parties needed to learn something about the other’s
discipline(s).

Our collaborators at the medical school are in nuclear medicine. They’ve
learned a little psychology. Now psychology’s a lot more transparent
than neuroanatomy, so it’s easier on them than on us. But they get into it,
they definitely do get into the psychological issues and we try to get into
their kinds of issues. I think that’s essential. And then of course, it helps to
have similar standards about what you think of as good work, things like
that. [G1]

Although many informants had spent substantial amounts of time learn-
ing about other disciplines, few went so far as to agree with the psychologist
who spent his sabbatical year studying neuroscience.

I think this idea that you can pick up another person’s discipline just by
conversations just won’t work. It’s just not serious. You’ve got to be serious.
In his autobiography, Herb Simon—I mean he’s a truly interdisciplinary
writer, a renaissance man—he estimates that in order to do interdiscipli-
nary work, at an absolute minimum, you have to immerse yourself for one
year in the other discipline where that’s what you do. I didn’t quite put in
that much time—close—but I think that sounds about right. That basi-
cally if you want to do interdisciplinary work, you should wait till your
sabbatical or get a year’s leave, get out of your office, and become the
equivalent of a graduate student and that’s all you should be doing. [G1]

Collaboration on interdisciplinary research and teaching projects requires
shared standards. While agreeing to disagree might work well in an interdisci-
plinary classroom and provide a valuable learning experience for students, in
research, agreement on methods is essential. The psychologist quoted above
referred to the need for “shared problem space,” but also focused on method-
ological and epistemological consistency.

If I had to make one simple generalization, it’s that the major way disci-
plines differ is not content, but in method. One of the reasons why our
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work in cognitive neuroscience has gone so well is that we are hooked-up
biology types. They totally believe in experimentation just the way we do.
My other efforts in cognitive science—almost inevitably they’re all people
who are big believers in experimentation. Philosophers obviously are not.
Linguists rarely do experiments and their methodology is all in the form
of “Is this an acceptable grammatical sentence?” It’s the only method they
really use. They find psychology experiments often trivial. In artificial in-
telligence, the methodology has to do with the construction and design of
computer programs and they think we rely too much on experimentation.
So there’s always a clash about the methodology part. There’s less of a
clash with neuroscientists about this. [E1]

In some cases collaborations we built with the knowledge that individuals
would bring different strengths to the project. One psychologist who conducted
a study with a physician talked about the contributions each made to the
effort.

He certainly deferred to me on issues about research design and data
analysis and statistical inference. His previous research had been more or
less to develop a model of how his students should approach problem solv-
ing. He would instruct them in that model, would illustrate the model,
and I think his sense of evaluating the effectiveness of that model was just
pragmatic. I’m very sure he never did any kind of a study with any kind of
comparison groups or control groups or any kind of longitudinal pre/post
test. He would just try to intuitively understand how students were using
the model and which types of students were better able to and which were
not. I think he’s very good at doing that, but that would be his sense of
research. He could not design a study in which certain precautions are
taken to enhance validity and reliability and so forth. I think we did a
pretty good job on negotiating and compromising on our different needs
in this study. [Q]

Crane (1969) suggested that the success of interdisciplinary collaboration might
depend on the amount of cognitive reorganization it required of its partici-
pants. A need for extensive reorganization might stop a project in its tracks;
participants might simply refuse or be unable to make necessary cognitive
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changes. Barmark and Wallen (quoted in Rossini and Porter 1984) suggested
that disciplines may be more permeable than paradigms; interdisciplinary re-
search involving individuals from different paradigms therefore might be more
difficult than research involving individuals who share similar ways of think-
ing about the world. According to this perspective, the easiest, and perhaps
only, route to interdisciplinary research, is collaboration with those who share
cognitive space.

In keeping with metaphors about disciplinary borders that so often char-
acterize writing about interdisciplinarity, observers have focused on the barrier
that disciplinary languages present to interdisciplinary scholarship. Similarly
study participants often likened learning a new disciplinary language to learn-
ing a foreign tongue. Learning the lingo was considered an important step in
building a successful collaboration: “You have to find out enough about this
other discipline so you know the lexicon. You’ve got to know what they’re talk-
ing about” [G1]. Scientists, who typically use more technical terms and par-
ticularistic concepts than faculty in the social sciences and humanities, vividly
described the problems related to differences in specialized languages. A physi-
cist who had explored applications of statistical analyses through a number of
interdisciplinary projects provided some concrete examples:

You realize how much vocabulary matters, the sensitivity that you have to
the words that are used and to the difficulty of the vocabulary. For ex-
ample, at the second meeting [of our group], I volunteered to give a little
talk on some work I was doing and I called it state-space methods. . . . I
started and someone said, “This isn’t state-space methods.” I said “Of
course it is.” This guy said, “No, state-space methods means this.” The
same phrase means something different to people in statistics than the
meaning I used. And I can give you another example. There is another
commonly used term, stationary, a time series is stationary. This group of
people in this project includes a guy in biostatistics, a mathematician,
and me and we spent a long time trying to figure out what each of us
meant by stationary. We really mean something rather different. It is re-
ally important to be able to understand the right vocabulary. [E1]

A biochemist recounted his difficulties in publishing a paper, demonstrating
that these were traceable to language issues.



creating interdiscipl inarity164

It just turned out that the people working in viruses used a totally different
term to refer to the [junction] structures, and when I did literature searches
I never came up with it. But I happened to give a talk at another univer-
sity, in a very medically oriented biochemistry department. The first guy I
talked with was a biologist who works with viruses that have those junc-
tion structures. It’s an integral part of the virus. I asked him what he called
them. He called them something that just didn’t make sense to me. I said,
well, we call them three-way junctions. [Y]

Earlier I introduced a zoologist who had completed postdoctoral work in
psychology and taught general psychology classes at the university level. He
claimed to be fluent in psychology as a result of this experience. However,
even he acknowledged his limitations. He suggested that the appropriate goal
for interdisciplinary explorations was learning, not expertise:

I speak both languages so I get a long quite well actually. I can survive.
Every now and then I’ll stumble but I have no problem about embarrass-
ing myself. In other words, if I say the wrong thing I don’t really care. I’m
more interested in learning. If I make a mistake along the way, that’s fine.
I speak enough of both languages where I could function quite well with
both of them. . . . There’s a book sitting on my shelf which has always
influenced me. It’s a book written by zoologists who studied a certain phe-
nomenon in animals called foraging theory. They literally wrote the book
pointing out the relationship between words zoologists and psychologists
use to describe the same phenomenon. The words they use to do it would
be entirely different—how could one group possibly understand what the
other group was talking about? I was struck by that. That was given to me
when I was a graduate student. I was really struck by that. [D]

As might be expected, faculty working in the sciences and those collabo-
rating with individuals from fields with very different paradigms were most at-
tuned to issues of language. In the social sciences and humanities, where terms
are often familiar to individuals in a variety of disciplines, the language was
less often considered a substantial barrier to interdisciplinarity. The influence
of disciplinary training, however, could be persistent; even individuals who
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had been reading and working in other disciplines for extended periods of time
continually confronted language problems.

Whenever we are discussing a topic, we both start out using the language
of our disciplines. Then, every time he or I come up against something we
don’t understand we say, “Explain that because I don’t understand what
that means.” I think what we do is break down the jargon. If you read the
things we have written, you will find a relatively small amount of jargon in
there. Most of it has been converted to English. The only place the jargon
still shows up is in professional papers that we present at meetings. [W]

Learning disciplinary languages is a necessary step, but successful collabo-
rations require participants to expend the requisite energy:

Part of writing together is writing off of each other. [My colleague] will
have an idea and he will write eight or ten pages about his idea. Then I
will look at it and say, “Well, I see some ways in which I can fit in the
economics here” and I might take what he has written and I might rewrite
it and write into it some economics so that when it is finished you can’t
tell who wrote it. Our students always have a hard time with that. They
always say, “[Professor], why did you say this?” He says, “I didn’t say that,
that is his.” [W]

Beyond the iterative writing process, this economist argued that a certain atti-
tude was also needed.

We spoke at the very beginning about the importance of burying your
ego. That is part of how we learned to do that. We began to say that if
anybody is ever going to publish this book, it can’t look like here is the
chapter the theologian wrote and here is the chapter the economist wrote.
There has to be something that makes the integration with theology and
economics make sense, but somehow it has to be written together. As we
began to do that we did begin to bury our egos and say, “You know you are
right, that stuff I wrote sounds like shit. Let’s fix it.” [W]
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Bakhtin (1981) described learning as the struggle for a new language. This
analogy may resonate with many faculty who do interdisciplinary research.
However, learning a new language does not always require extensive changes
in the way we think. As many informants in the sciences suggested, collabora-
tions may be successful to the extent that collaborators can agree on content
issues and methods. The learning that occurs in these collaborations resembles
“assimilation,” the term Strike and Posner (1985, 1992) used to describe new
learning that does not require individuals to make major adjustments in exist-
ing cognitive frameworks. In contrast, the economists quoted earlier, who re-
jected the neo-classical model, seemed to have undergone a process of “ac-
commodation.” Strike and Posner contend that this is a more radical way of
incorporating new conceptions, requiring an individual to alter deeply held
commitments.

Characterizing Interdisciplinary Processes

Informants prepared for and conducted disciplinary and interdisciplinary
research and teaching in similar ways. The difference was often one of degree.
Informants claimed to read more widely when doing interdisciplinary work
than they did for disciplinary work. They argued that interdisciplinary research
and teaching required greater preparation time. Collaborations, they sug-
gested, also required more patience and longer timelines so that disciplinary
bumps could be smoothed. In general, however, informants pursued typical
academic activities—reading, talking with colleagues, and collaborating—
when pursuing interdisciplinary projects.

Reading in other disciplines was universal among the faculty informants,
although reading strategies varied. Some individuals were more selective in
their reading than others. Informants doing synthetic interdisciplinary work
that combined two or three disciplines generally claimed to limit their reading
to these disciplines. Individuals pursuing informed disciplinary and concep-
tual interdisciplinary work generally read more broadly. Regardless of the type
of strategy, however, faculty talked about lengthy engagements with the mate-
rial of other disciplines. Reading was almost always supplemented by conver-
sations with campus and off-campus colleagues. Informants valued special-
ized meetings, institutes, and campus forums as sources of information and
contacts and as sounding boards for new ideas.
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About half the faculty interviewed had collaborated with one or more in-
dividuals from other disciplines on teaching or research projects. These col-
laborations were more often serendipitous than planned, although informants
in the sciences more purposefully sought collaborators with particular disci-
plinary or technical expertise. Informants in the social sciences and humani-
ties rarely suggested that they used this strategy. Individuals in research col-
laborations negotiated issues of content and methods before agreeing to
collaborate; fundamental beliefs were therefore not contested. In the class-
room faculty need not agree with collaborators; instead informants acknowl-
edged conflicts and multiple perspectives, discussed them with students, and
used them as a teaching tool.

Faculty informants grappled with similar issues in interdisciplinary and
disciplinary teaching—how to evaluate students, how to motivate students,
whether to introduce a new text. Interdisciplinary scholarship, however, ap-
peared to sensitize faculty to disciplinary, epistemological, and pedagogical
issues that they might have overlooked in purely disciplinary work. Both inter-
disciplinary research and teaching could force faculty to confront their assump-
tions about knowledge and the ways in which it is pursued.
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Chapter

Abiding Interdisciplinarity:
The Impact of Academic Contexts

6
Much of the rhetoric of interdisciplinarity concerns per-
ceived indifference or outright hostility to interdisciplinary
scholarship, resulting from skeptical disciplinary colleagues,
rigid departmental structures, traditional promotion and
tenure systems, and inflexible budgeting practices. Un-
doubtedly disciplinary structures can impede interdiscipli-
nary scholarship, and faculty are sometimes dissuaded from
pursuing interdisciplinary work by fears of unfavorable re-
views from colleagues (see, for example, Birnbaum 1981a
and Hurst 1992). Yet interdisciplinary teaching and research
happens. What impact, then, do departmental and institu-
tional environments have on interdisciplinarity? How does
support or a lack of support for interdisciplinary scholarship
influence faculty and their work? What role, if any, do ad-
ministrators and colleagues play in encouraging or discour-
aging interdisciplinary efforts?

In interviewing informants about institutional and de-
partmental settings, I learned how they assessed these envi-
ronments and how they believed the settings affected their
work and academic lives. The overall picture is a complex
one. Some informants gratefully acknowledged administra-
tive support for interdisciplinarity while others enumerated
institutional policies that hindered interdisciplinary teach-
ing and research. Many complained of suspicious depart-
mental colleagues, and some felt compelled to look outside
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their institution for the colleagueship of like-minded people. Others praised
colleagues who supported their work and who advocated for interdisciplinary
teaching and research projects. Some informants also perceived strong atti-
tudes toward interdisciplinary work within their disciplinary communities and
discussed how disciplinary associations created a national or international con-
text that influenced perceptions and conduct of interdisciplinary scholarship.
As I analyzed informants’ narratives about departments, institutions, and disci-
plines, I searched for patterns in perceptions of departmental, institutional,
and disciplinary contexts and the extent of interdisciplinary engagement. The
evidence suggests that while individuals recognized collegial and structural
impediments, these did not alter their willingness to participate in interdisci-
plinary activities, teach interdisciplinary courses, or conduct interdisciplinary
research. Had I interviewed faculty in general about participation in interdis-
ciplinary activities, I may have found individuals who were discouraged by
structural and/or collegial barriers. Other research, however, does not neces-
sarily support this idea. In their review of the research and theory on motiva-
tion in college and university faculty, Blackburn and Lawrence (1995) argued
that faculty do what they believe they are good at doing: intrinsic motivations
and rewards often override external influences.

The Academic Department as Context

If the typical story about interdisciplinarity portrays academic departments
and colleagues as obstacles to be surmounted, the informants in this study
offered a more nuanced, even favorable, picture of departmental life. They
recognized that some colleagues looked askance at interdisciplinary research
and teaching but found others supportive and encouraging. A few described
stressful tenure experiences with dismay and surprise, but the same individuals
praised colleagues who supported them during trying reviews. Although re-
search and experience suggest that disciplinary cultures typically adjust to fit
the local circumstances (Austin 1990), observers of interdisciplinarity have
rarely looked closely at these specific contexts to understand their influence
on individuals and on interdisciplinary scholarship.

According to informants, particular institutions had reputations for open-
ness or resistance to interdisciplinarity. These reputations were often validated
as individuals within the same institution offered similar assessments of the
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climate for interdisciplinarity in their departments and institutions. At the re-
search university informants regarded their departments as open to interdisci-
plinarity; they felt colleagues both tolerated and appreciated different interdis-
ciplinary perspectives and innovation. A tenured political scientist commented:

One of the things that makes this department really good for somebody
who does interdisciplinary work is that it’s always been rated as one of the
top departments [in political science] and I think as a result has felt less
constrained by the norms of what it is that everybody else is doing. It felt
more free to say, “Oh, that’s interesting work. We’d like to have one of
those.” [L]

A new assistant professor who depicted himself as “not particularly radical”
happily described the welcome he received from his departmental colleagues.
His appreciation of various perspectives—”I believe in traditional stuff as much
as I believe in contemporary methods”—appeared to work in his favor:

This department is fairly traditional in its approach, but it’s also fairly large
and very broad based. The department is careful to have people who rep-
resent different perspectives. They want students to be trained, conven-
tionally, but they also want students to be open to more cutting-edge
things. They felt they could talk to me—they mentioned this was one of
the reasons for hiring me. It’s very collegial, it’s very supportive. . . . I feel
that we are working together and it’s not “Okay, here’s the weird, cutting-
edge interdisciplinary, theoretical person. We need to have him, but we
don’t have to talk to him.” [E]

Department chairs were credited with the ability to encourage interdisci-
plinarity and sometimes served as champions of individual faculty. A professor
of psychology intensely involved in interdisciplinary research in neuropsychol-
ogy praised a succession of departmental chairs as “wonderful” and “terrifi-
cally supportive of interdisciplinary work” [G1]. Similarly an untenured infor-
mant acknowledged the crucial role that a supportive chair played in her hiring
and in convincing members of the department that interdisciplinary scholar-
ship was a worthwhile pursuit:
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Probably if there was someone else who was the chair of the department
who didn’t have this particular orientation, then . . . [trails off]. It’s so de-
centralized that whatever the particular vision of the chair is really has a
really strong impact, I think, on the direction of hiring in the department,
even though areas do a lot of subhiring. So it would really depend, at least
for a person like me; either the department has to have that strong focus or
some central people have to really push that focus. Otherwise I’m really
too much out of step with the main program. [T]

As a junior member of the department, she felt particularly vulnerable and in
need of validation from senior colleagues:

If you don’t have a chair who’s really pushing [interdisciplinarity], then
there needs to be some senior person somewhere that tells somebody, “Oh,
this is good. This is right.” Or someone who can interpret. Because it’s
very difficult, I think, as a junior person to articulate those things. You
can’t validate yourself to other people who are more powerful than you
are, that’s part of the problem. [T]

Several informants perceived the departments at the university as com-
mitted to an academic ethic of civility and tolerance; members seemed able to
work collegially despite differences in perspectives. Ruscio (1987) argued that
there are a few core academic values that are common across disciplines and
sectors of higher education. These commonalties are the result of the schol-
arly socialization process that creates a common ethos across significantly dif-
ferent disciplinary cultures. Ruscio writes:

However broadly “knowledge” is defined, disciplines impart a respect for
it. They also establish such procedural expectations as the sharing of in-
formation among researchers, the importance of disinterestedly reviewing
evidence, and the privilege—indeed the responsibility—of exercising self-
regulation. . . (Ruscio 1987, p. 363)

At this institution, most informants believed that a deep respect for aca-
demic work in general seemed to override disciplinary biases against interdis-
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ciplinarity. But there were, of course, exceptions. Informants who had joint
appointments were positioned to see more than the typical faculty member
does. These appointments, although they required approval by the faculty in
both departments, were not always comfortable arrangements for those who
held them. A tenured professor perceived substantial differences in attitudes
between her two departmental homes, sensing that one department was “more
genuine” in its appreciation of her work than the other. This department was
composed of individuals who “do theory” and borrow from disciplines and per-
spectives such as anthropology, literary theory, Marxist theory, and cultural
studies. Their eclectic nature made them “very, very open to interdisciplinary
work.” This department, she noted, was also remarkable for having a large
number of joint appointments with fields in the social sciences and humani-
ties, including faculty working in perspectives such as literary theory or cul-
tural studies. That was fitting, she believed, because the discipline had allied
itself theoretically with different disciplines at different times.

In the other department she noted some strain. Some colleagues concep-
tualized the discipline very narrowly. Others did not “like people who dabble
too much in literary theory.” She felt she shared some interests and common
ground with some of the faculty in this department, but she concluded, “there
is nobody that I can really just talk with.” She compared the different perspec-
tives on scholarship that characterized the two departments:

Recently, [one] department has been all concerned with the standards for
tenure and how you make judgments of people’s work. And I know that
one way they judge people’s work—and I don’t agree with this—is whether
it’s published in particular journals. So, I am thinking, “I don’t publish in
those journals. Maybe I ought to. . . .” And I have to work hard to resist
that desire to be accepted. . . . In the other department, they don’t worry
about that at all. It’s not something that ever gets discussed. . . . They sit
and read the work and talk about its quality and there doesn’t seem to be
an agenda that people bring to people’s work. . . . They’re wonderful. [D1]

The atmosphere of the former department left her struggling to decide
whether the faculty there really liked her work. She underscored her confu-
sion as she thought aloud about her experiences:
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I think people genuinely like my work there. I feel like I am very accepted
in both departments to be honest with you. In fact, I wish somebody would
reject me a little bit. That is not true, I wouldn’t want to live in a place
where I felt rejected, that would be awful. But I feel—as a person—I feel
like people accept me pretty much in both departments. How they feel
about my work, it’s hard to say. I would like to be respected. [D1]

At the other three institutions represented in this study, informants’ assess-
ments of departmental climates varied. Some sensed their departmental col-
leagues accepted their interdisciplinary work; others found the atmosphere
uncomfortable. Several thought their departments were divided on the ques-
tion of interdisciplinary scholarship. The director of an interdisciplinary pro-
gram noted that while there was a healthy degree of support for interdiscipli-
nary work in his department, there was also some opposition.

There are also significant numbers of faculty who are put off by interdisci-
plinary collaboration. There are people on our faculty who feel that
the integrity of the discipline is compromised by the fact that we have all
these joint programs. I am sure that you will find that throughout the uni-
versity. [S]

At another institution a tenured professor of psychology suspected that many
of the members of the department disapproved of both his interdisciplinary
research and his service on dissertation committees in an interdisciplinary hu-
manities program.

Some colleagues [in the department] have problems with it. They haven’t
a clue what I’m up to when I move into these committees or when I tell
them what I am doing researchwise. And a lot of my colleagues think that
what I do is quaint, probably silly. They don’t say that to my face, but that’s
my sense, that I’m not a serious scientist. [J1]

Several other informants were similarly troubled by colleagues’ responses
to their interdisciplinary activities. An economics professor was both saddened
and angered by colleagues who refused to acknowledge her feminist research:



creating interdiscipl inarity174

“For the most part, the people in this department do not acknowledge my re-
search: ‘Oh, great you got a book published. How wonderful!’ Nothing. I don’t
think they probably have a clue what is in it and probably don’t care” [G]. Like
this economist a biologist felt isolated in her department, and she wondered
whether she would have ventured outside her department if the atmosphere
had been more engaging:

I have sort of been driven outside of my department to look for people to
interact with because my colleagues are not interested in interacting.
[That] is my perception. . . . If I came into a department where people
were interested in interactions among biologists, I may never have set foot
outside the department. It’s hard for me to tell. But this is—of depart-
ments—one of the worst in terms of people interacting with the rest of the
campus. Most of my colleagues are not known—even people who have
been here for thirty years aren’t known to the rest of the campus. [A1]

An associate professor of philosophy also sought colleagues outside her
department, in part because she was the only woman faculty member in the
department for many years.

Despite the fact that we allege ourselves to be an applied department, we
are really pretty traditional and pretty analytical. So, in the last ten years I
have really had to work to make connections with colleagues across other
disciplines. My clinical work takes me all the time to clinical scientists,
health-care providers, researchers. My connections with women across the
campus necessarily took me out of here but because for the better part of
eight years, I was it [the only woman faculty member]. So I wanted to find
out what on earth was going on with everybody else—I have a kind of
survival instinct and wanted to find the rest of the barge and see what was
happening to other people. [J]

A junior faculty member noted some tensions related to the power structure of
her merged department. One of the disciplines in the department comprised
three junior faculty, the other three tenured individuals: “So there are, inevita-
bly, some tensions there.” These, however, were not insurmountable.
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Sometimes the areas we have problems with are around defining [my dis-
cipline] sometimes. They might use a . . . text that I feel doesn’t represent
my discipline well. They might feel the same way about the . . . text that I
select. . . . I think they would listen to me; they are open to hearing things.
I can’t say they don’t listen to me, they do. [K1]

Institutional emphasis on research appeared to influence the degree of
concern that faculty expressed about their interdisciplinary work and its im-
pact on their academic careers. A tenured professor with a distinguished chair
at his university commented that his productivity eclipsed that of his institu-
tional colleagues. Under these circumstances he did not have to be constrained
in his research: “The fact that I do a lot is adequate unto itself. . . . Some of my
colleagues want to sneer at that kind of [interdisciplinary] activity and see it as
dilettanteish, but they are prevented from doing so by the fact that there is
huge output compared to theirs . . .” [F]. At the same institution another pro-
fessor considered his colleagues to be rather self-concerned and somewhat
oblivious to extradisciplinary matters. She thought her work was not so much
accepted by colleagues as ignored: “Well, almost everything is okay [here] . . .
people don’t check up on me and vice versa” [R].

Becher (1989) noted that individuals within the same field often have more
in common with individuals in other departments than their own departmen-
tal colleagues; specializations within fields can be very different in terms of
epistemology, language, method, and focus of study. These variations can con-
stitute important differences, even in traditional departments, as several infor-
mants confirmed. A political scientist described his department as “kind of a
holding company” and explained why he and his departmental colleagues did
not necessarily see eye to eye on teaching and research issues. His statement
clearly illustrates Becher’s observations about differentiation within disciplines:

My colleague next door is a theorist who has a lot more in common with
the philosophers than I do with him. My colleagues down the hall are
Americanists who do constitutional law, and the presidency, Congress,
American government kinds of stuff. I have more in common with my
colleague who does Soviet politics, essentially in area studies or interna-
tional relations, than I do with either of those. And I probably have more
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in common with my friends in econ who do international economics and
development economics than I do with any of these people. So it’s hard.
What is political science? We argue about this—or we discuss this—in
departmental meetings all the time, especially in the context of doing as-
sessment. How do we assess whether a major in political science has really
learned political science or achieved the goals of what this political sci-
ence department thinks a major ought to? . . . It is very, very difficult, a
very, very difficult enterprise. [C1]

Faculty turnover also affects departmental cultures. An associate professor
of English talked about having fought “the promotion battles” in the past but
expressed gratitude for his current cadre of colleagues: “I think I have a very
special group of colleagues now. I haven’t always had that here” [X]. Changes
in departmental cultures were most apparent when they were accompanied
by changes in the standards for tenure. Two full professors at the doctoral insti-
tution claimed that less stringent tenure requirements facilitated their entry
into interdisciplinary scholarship. As the standards for tenure tightened over
time, they argued, the environment for interdisciplinary work became less hos-
pitable. A psychologist noted, “I came here in 1970 and at the time there was
pressure to publish, but it was not as intense as things generally are now. They
did expect you to publish, but the tone was more, “We don’t care what you do,
just do it” [J1]. An economist felt lucky that he was able to do interdisciplinary
research as soon as he wanted. He attributed that to the fact that few of his
departmental colleagues were doing any research at all: “As a consequence of
that context at the time, I was able to just move to interdisciplinary activities
very smoothly” [F].

An associate professor of English at the same institution also thought that
tenure concerns could impede interdisciplinarity. Having achieved tenure
based on her disciplinary research, she speculated that her recent interdiscipli-
nary work might not be so well received today.

[This book is] much more experimental and innovative . . . and I guess I
feel at this point I have the luxury of being able to do that. I am not under
a tenure gun anymore. I can take a few chances and play around a bit
more. It’s safe now. I did publish a book in my discipline—even though it
uses a lot of postmodern theory, it’s about a respected writer, a single-
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author study, and in some ways it’s very traditional . . . so I sort of paid my
dues. . . . If I had tried to get tenure on the basis of this new book, it would
have been very problematic. [C]

Many informants across institutions shared the opinion that junior faculty
should concentrate on disciplinary research and teaching before tenure; only
after tenure was it safe, as one informant put it, to make interdisciplinary re-
search and teaching a major scholarly focus. Most believed that the rules
changed once tenure was achieved; only then, they argued, were faculty free
to pursue interdisciplinary scholarly work. A university physicist described how
he had started “moving out” of his field before tenure and the problems that
ensued. He offered this advice to junior faculty:

If somebody came to me and asked me for advice about this, I would tell
them to keep their nose clean until they get tenure because it’s a risk, it’s
really a risk to go between fields or even between, sometimes even be-
tween areas within the same field. But certainly, to go outside of your field
is not a safe thing to do. The climate could be changing, but I don’t know.
I still say it is a risk to do that. [E1]

A sociologist who did interdisciplinary research and who taught religion and
black studies courses in one of the liberal arts colleges offered a similar per-
spective.

One has to be aware how scholarship is evaluated. It isn’t necessarily im-
portant to me because I’m tenured, but it was before. One has to be con-
cerned about how the institution is evaluating the scholarship because
most scholarship is looked at in the context of a particular field. And so
outside evaluators become crucial. . . . So that’s always a concern with in-
terdisciplinary scholarship in that junior faculty also have to think about
their careers—promotion and tenure, that kind of thing. [U]

Not all informants, however, believed that their interdisciplinary work
would stand in the way of tenure or promotion. An untenured university an-
thropologist was confident that his tenure bid would be successful despite—or
perhaps as a result of—his forays into other disciplines.
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There are expectations that the university and the department have for
somebody to be tenured and you can meet those using any number of
styles. I don’t think that being an interdisciplinary person is going to pre-
clude meeting those things. The department is a diverse, but friendly de-
partment, and a fair amount of care has gone into hiring and finding
people that are not—that can get along with one another. [S]

Working in a research university that vocally and financially supported inter-
disciplinarity no doubt influenced his opinion. A colleague in another depart-
ment was also confident, although to a lesser extent, about his prospects for a
successful tenure review. A recently hired assistant professor, he was banking
on the fact that he clearly fit the position for which he was hired. Nonetheless
he felt the need to market his work carefully.

In the back of my mind there’s this little worry: I could get caught be-
tween disciplines, each discipline saying “Well, he’s not really what we
do.” But I definitely fit the category that my job was advertised as. And the
university, also, has developed lots of interdisciplinary institutes, so [it]
seems to be a fairly interdisciplinary place. . . . I think I have to publish
stuff that is either theoretical/methodological questions of aesthetics and
theory or I publish stuff in twentieth-century Germany and I try not to
range outside of that. I think the horror stories I’ve heard about not getting
tenure is they think you are too diffuse—and I think I have to focus on
that. [E]

Opposition to interdisciplinarity can be painfully apparent in hiring and
tenure decisions. An assistant professor of psychology revealed that when she
finished a postdoctoral appointment, she wasn’t certain she still wanted an
academic career, “in part because of my graduate experiences and in part be-
cause it didn’t seem like I just strongly fit anywhere.” At her postdoctoral site
the researchers did not all understand “what I was doing, or what it was about,
or why it was important.” Despite having a powerful ally in her corner, the
appointment ended, and no continuation was offered.

I took [a] two-year appointment at a university with the understanding
that we would explore opportunities for a tenure-stream appointment. The
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psych department there was a much smaller department, a much more
mainstream department. There was a chairperson who was trying to push
them my way, but they went with someone who was more sort of tradi-
tional mainline. I think the consensus of the department was what I was
doing was not psychology at all and it wasn’t really relevant to the ques-
tions psychologists were asking. So I left. [T]

This informant’s next position was in a tenure-track position. After celebrating
a positive interim review at her current institution, she was now taking great
care to present and explain her work to departmental colleagues who would
soon vote on her tenure case.

One of the things that I have to do is be more explicit about why this is
relevant to whatever three or four disciplines I’m in. I certainly recognize
the importance of doing that. I’m more willing to do that and less willing
to approach my work in a way that doesn’t seem natural because I don’t
know how to do it that other way. [T]

This work was time consuming, she argued, but necessary. She too felt the key
to acceptance was positioning her work and linking it to recognized work in
different fields.

Unfortunately, what I find is that if people don’t understand what you are
doing, they decide that it’s wrong, that it’s not right and worthy as opposed
to the norm, because no one wants to say “I don’t really understand what
you are doing.” . . . It just means that you have to do so much more addi-
tional work framing it and linking with all the right people and all of that.
There still are people who say, “Well, yeah, that’s interesting, but why is it
important?” and so I just think that’s an ongoing struggle. [T]

A tenured associate professor at the same institution also took precautions be-
fore her review but abandoned these once she had achieved tenure:

I was coming up for tenure and so I wrote some papers to tell people what
I had been doing all these years in the field and some of them were ac-
cepted. The journals asked me to make some revisions and resubmit them.
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And once I had tenure I quit all of that because I knew it was just to get
tenure. [L]

The strategies of playing by the rules, or at least making it look like they
were, pushed informants to define carefully an area of interdisciplinary re-
search. Most attempted to simulate the depth of specialization perceived to be
the basis of good disciplinary work. These tactics were intended to allay col-
leagues’ fears about interdisciplinary work by packaging it in accordance with
disciplinary norms.

Informants’ comments about interdisciplinary scholarship reveal the pre-
sumption that such work poses a risk to faculty. Still, untenured informants
pressed on and tenured individuals recalled similar actions and attitudes dur-
ing their first years as faculty. A biologist claimed to have known that his inter-
disciplinary work was a concern during his tenure review but believed a sup-
portive provost would serve as a safety net. Another informant claimed to be
more daring.

I think it’s about two years, give or take some, that I got tenure. The weird
thing is I decided I would do this before [I had tenure]—recognized that
[it] could be grossly self-destructive, at least in the sense of the powers that
be, and I am so stubborn I just said “I don’t care if I get tenure or not.” Or
more to the point, I did care but you know I’m going to fight you if I don’t
get this. I think I have earned it and I will present myself [for tenure re-
view], but I will be damned if I am going to turn myself into you along the
way. I’m going as myself or I go in flames. [J]

A number of other informants also expressed a disregard for the common wis-
dom about refraining from interdisciplinary work before tenure. Now tenured,
they either beat the odds, or they provide evidence that departments and insti-
tutions are not as opposed to interdisciplinarity as is often reported.

Tenure reviews were not always uneventful, and a few provided unwel-
come surprises. Two informants in different fields at the same university were
awarded tenure despite departmental colleagues’ critiques of their interdisci-
plinary scholarship. One informant had pursued clearly disciplinary work un-
til shortly before her tenure review:
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I came up for tenure this year, which I got, but it’s that my newer work
met with some resistance in my department . . . the commentary that was
passed on to me from my tenure committee was that they felt that my new
project didn’t really seem like me, that it seemed like it was sending me
out in directions I shouldn’t be going. [B1]

She was surprised by this reaction, having considered her home department
very hospitable to feminist work because it had sustained “a long working rela-
tionship with women’s studies.” She struggled to understand this perceived
contradiction between the response accorded her work and openness to femi-
nist scholarship.

I feel like there’s a kind of lag time between people’s genuine interest in
interdisciplinary work and intellectual or conceptual commitment to it. I
guess it’s a lag time between people’s commitment to something in some
sort of ideal sense and what happens when issues of evaluation and terri-
tory emerge. . . . I have wonderful colleagues who totally support what I
do, but it’s when the institution has to do the things that it does, then that’s
when I think the conservatism comes out. [B1]

To exonerate her departmental colleagues, she suggested that the real source
of trouble was the administration and structure of the university.

We are in this strange position right now where universities, up to the top
level administration, give a lot of positive lip service to the idea of interdis-
ciplinarity but the systems of evaluation that we all have to go through are
still very bound in traditional disciplinary concerns. [B1]

Another informant described her tenure battle as openly acrimonious. She
had been hired by a department that was populated by a number of highly
regarded individuals doing interdisciplinary work: “They said, ‘You would fit
right in here because we’re all sort of working across disciplines and we’re re-
ally excited about that.’ That’s why I chose this place over the other offers
around the country” [P]. But when a few key individuals in the department
left the institution, “the balance of power” shifted and she and other new, in-



creating interdiscipl inarity182

terdisciplinary hires were left to fend for themselves: “I was just increasingly
miserable because I really felt they were not accepting the kind of teaching I
was doing and the kind of research I was doing” [P].

Many members of the department, she said, responded poorly to her in-
terdisciplinary research:

A lot of my colleagues didn’t recognize some of the things I was citing and
they were angry that I wasn’t citing standard texts. [These] were woven in
to some extent and I was also studying a [topic] that was [disciplinary]—
but to them, it was too way out. They just didn’t recognize what they were
reading because it was innovative, because it was bringing to bear a lot of
different sources that they weren’t familiar with. [P]

Her case divided the department, and although she had strong support from a
subset of departmental colleagues, the intervention of colleagues elsewhere in
the university was needed to seal the decision to award tenure. With the sup-
port of the administration, she renegotiated her appointment and joined an-
other department at the university.

Regardless of their experiences and their concerns about departmental
relations and responses to interdisciplinarity, these two informants praised their
institution on the whole for fostering interdisciplinarity. Institutional and de-
partmental contexts at this institution, however, were clearly in conflict. En-
couraged by administrative rhetoric, by collegial encouragement, and by fi-
nancial incentives for interdisciplinary work, these individuals were blindsided
by the negative reactions of departmental colleagues.

Whereas tenure and promotion decisions might not be as troublesome in
smaller institutions where standards for tenure are based as much (or more) on
quality of teaching as on research productivity, faculty in the liberal arts col-
leges had their own set of concerns about the impact of interdisciplinarity on
colleagues. In these institutions interdisciplinary teaching created financial
and personnel problems for their home departments and, occasionally, for the
faculty member who wanted to teach a course collaboratively.

If I team teach a course with another faculty member, my department is
missing a faculty slot. And I have heard grumblings in the past about
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whether we could afford to do that if we are to maintain a certain effort
per student. [F1]

College policies on team teaching and course loads affected departmental col-
leagues who had to pick up the slack. One informant worried about the impli-
cations of team teaching and concluded that most people on his campus chose
not to burden their colleagues.

These days with shrinking resources, it becomes more difficult to do that
and my guess is that a lot of people would do it as an overload. I can’t
speak for them, but if the opportunity arose I would not say I’m not go-
ing to do it if I don’t get release time. I would say, “Gee, that sounds like
fun.” [C1]

Faculty members themselves are scarce resources for interdisciplinary
undergraduate programs. At least four informants were recruited to teach
courses in women’s studies programs in their institutions. A political scientist
was recruited to teach in an interdisciplinary public policy program. A zoolo-
gist was asked to teach undergraduate psychology courses during his post-
doctoral appointment. Although these informants were not trained in these
areas, they acceded to the requests. Most were solicited for interdisciplinary
teaching stints early in their careers, before they had been awarded tenure. For
most their first course marked the beginning of a continuing relationship with
an interdisciplinary program or a commitment to interdisciplinary work in it-
self. Mirroring the often accidental nature of interdisciplinary collaboration,
these invitations were also serendipitous opportunities that prompted interdis-
ciplinary scholarship of various kinds.

Two professors of economics at different liberal arts colleges were asked to
teach courses about women and economic issues through the women’s studies
programs on their campuses.

People said, “Oh, gee here is a woman and she is in the economics de-
partment. Why don’t we see if. . . .” And, interestingly enough I had no
training in that area, so that all of my women’s studies stuff is kind of
self-taught, you know, get involved in the program and see what you can
do. [G]
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When I came here my areas of expertise were money making and indus-
trial organizations, and when I got here they wanted me to teach women
in the labor force. My dissertation was on the . . . distribution of income,
which is a macro problem, but it really has nothing much to do with labor
force participation. They gave me money to kind of prep for that. Then I
started teaching women in the labor force. [B]

Institutions occasionally acknowledged the challenge associated with pre-
paring interdisciplinary courses. An associate professor of English literature
obtained departmental funds for course development, but such resources are
not common and they may be particularly difficult to obtain in the case of
interdisciplinary courses.

Women’s studies was a hospitable place for me to develop an interdiscipli-
nary course. They enabled me to do this not only by being enthusiastic
about the course and feeling like it fit into the curriculum, but by also
providing me with certain kinds of resources. I don’t think this is secret,
but it’s so wonderful that I’ve never really gotten over it—I think this dates
back to the time when nobody was trained in interdisciplinary studies,
nobody was trained in women’s studies, and it was seen as a kind of extra
burden on faculty to teach women’s studies because it was always taking
them out of their primary field. Here, every time you teach a course in
women’s studies you get research money to support the development of
the class or whatever you want to use it for. [B1]

These funds allowed her to hire a teaching assistant. Teaching this course, she
noted, resulted in ongoing research on the subject. She was in the process of
writing a book that was “very interdisciplinary in its method and its scope.”

Interdisciplinary programs do not always have the power to hire their own
faculty; many borrow faculty from disciplinary departments to provide courses
for students in the program. For the directors of such programs, negotiating for
faculty time is a constant activity and a constant concern:

There are a number of people who have taught in the program over a
rather lengthy period of time—for well over twenty years—and they’ve
done that on a regular basis, contributing at least one course, and some-
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times two courses a year and more. . . . But then there are people that are
on the margins—who if their department would say, “We can’t afford to
have this course taught this year because we need something for our ma-
jors and we need you to do it”—then there is that tug and pull. And par-
ticularly if they are individuals who don’t have tenure. . . . It hasn’t been a
huge problem, it’s just always a concern, always something that we are
aware of and have to anticipate and be prepared to address. [U]

This program director claimed that the need to negotiate for faculty rarely
escalated into a real problem at his institution; at another institution, however,
directors and program faculty related contrasting experiences. One informant
with an appointment in an interdisciplinary program chided her institution for
marginalizing interdisciplinary programs with unfavorable personnel policies.

The bureaucratic order, the way the power channels are structured, is so
hardbound, so disciplinary. They’re departmental powers and the inter-
disciplinary programs lack the power to hire, fire, tenure, and everything
else and we borrow all our personnel from departments who have to give
us up as a grace gift, which understandably they’re not thrilled to do. [J]

The former director of an honors program at the same institution described
what he perceived as pressure to make the program less interdisciplinary and
to recruit more faculty from the departments to teach honors courses.

While I was director, and I have to kind of assume that the same pressures
are out there now, there was a constant drumbeat to make the program
more disciplinary-based from sources around the university—partially
[from] departments not willing to give up their faculty to do interdiscipli-
nary things: partially [from] faculty themselves either not knowing what
interdisciplinary work was or not wanting to do it, partially coming from
higher administration saying that the real thinking goes on in discipline.
While I was director—and I’m pretty sure it’s still going on now—that
push to make it interdisciplinary is constantly resisted. The attempts to get
interdisciplinary courses in the program I think are still there, but it’s buck-
ing all these other trends that are out there. [O]
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Another informant actively involved in interdisciplinary teaching and research
activities confirmed the difficulties of the former director. He argued that the
university administration gave lip service to interdisciplinary programs but
withheld budgetary and other forms of support.

Ever since I have been on this campus, there have been numerous verbal
statements of support for interdisciplinary teaching by administrators. It
seems to be something ceremonial, it’s a kind of ceremonial cant that they
exude. They think they’re supposed to say it, they say, “I’m completely
behind you.” But then something is missing that would be an indicia of
whether they are completely behind you and that is budgetarily—first,
you’re lucky if you have a budget, there is almost zero support for you
budgetarily—that would be a sine qua non; you don’t have budgetary sup-
port, you don’t have support. Secondly, you would be able to recruit fac-
ulty from departments without having to beg—”Please could we possibly,
once every five years, have a faculty member”—because departmental
chairs would then know that this is something that is smiled upon. In the
interdisciplinary programs I have been involved in on this campus, the
director is a beggar and frequently takes the remains that the department
doesn’t want to use. [F]

Support, he continued, did not only mean budgets and personnel, but recog-
nition as well. “Very little of that,” he complained, happened on his campus:
“on this campus and on many campuses that I visited, a few dedicated, won-
derful people are really carrying the banner of interdisciplinarity while every-
body else watches, hoots, and hollers quietly sometimes from the sidelines”
[F].

A tenured associate professor serving as the director of an interdisciplinary
program talked about her choice to direct this program rather than to stay in
her home department. That department, she felt, had become a claustropho-
bic environment.

There is a real fear of disciplinary encroachment on the part of the depart-
ment. This department does not collaborate well with others. It feels re-
sentful when its faculty want to teach in interdisciplinary programs. It dis-
courages people from taking different theoretical approaches to the
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discipline. . . . So I guess one of the reasons I wanted to be director is not
just my commitment to the field, but because I wanted to get out of my
department because I felt as if they were stifling me. It was just so restric-
tive. [C]

Academic departments can have profound influences on the lives of the
faculty working within their confines. Through their attitudes and actions, de-
partmental colleagues and chairpersons can discourage or encourage interdis-
ciplinarity and those who would pursue it. Regardless of how they interpreted
colleagues’ attitudes and actions, the informants in this study engaged in inter-
disciplinary work: the absence of favorable environments or the existence of
openly hostile ones did not deter them. Although a few had ceased affiliation
with particular programs, none had abandoned interdisciplinarity completely.
Even untenured faculty, who stood to suffer considerably if colleagues discred-
ited their work, continued apace and developed explanations that would sat-
isfy departmental colleagues and external reviewers who would influence their
promotion and tenure. Every college and university faculty member, of course,
may not be willing or able to ignore unfavorable opinions and disheartening
actions from their colleagues, and there may have been faculty on each cam-
pus who were dissuaded from doing interdisciplinary work by the fear of disap-
proval or sanction. These individuals were not included in this study because
they could not comment from their own experience on interdisciplinary re-
search and/or teaching.

The Role of the Institution

Although we often describe higher education institutions as monoliths
with sets of prescribed characteristics based on their status as research, bacca-
laureate, or other types of institutions, each institution comprises a set of de-
partments with distinctive cultures. It is therefore difficult to generalize about
an institution without flattening important topographic details. However,
when describing the climate for interdisciplinarity in their home institution,
informants typically generalized a commitment to interdisciplinarity—or lack
of a commitment—from institutional policies and practices. Where manifes-
tations of institutional support were obvious, for example, in the form of joint
appointments or special funding, informants deduced commitment; the lack
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of institutional support was interpreted as a lack of interest or as resistance to
interdisciplinarity.

At liberal arts colleges, where the standards for tenure favor teaching over
research—informants typically described a sixty-forty split in emphasis—fac-
ulty often commented on how administrative policies influenced the willing-
ness, or ability, to do interdisciplinary teaching. At the research university,
where research was weighted much more heavily than teaching for promotion
and tenure, faculty more often discussed administrative policies that affected
research activities. The faculty informants at the doctoral university talked
about the influence of the institutional climate on both research and teaching
but tended to comment more often on interdisciplinary research policies.

Perceptions of the institutional climate were moderately consistent at
three of the four institutions. Faculty at two institutions, the research univer-
sity and one of the liberal arts colleges, perceived their institutions as particu-
larly supportive of interdisciplinary efforts. At the other liberal arts college,
there were fewer comments about support from the institution or colleagues.
Faculty at the doctoral university offered varying assessments but tended to see
the university as apathetic toward, rather than supportive of, interdisciplinar-
ity.

Perhaps because it is hard to generalize about the institutional context of
a university with numerous schools and thousands of students, the research
university informants tended to talk very generally about the institutional cli-
mate for interdisciplinary work, occasionally citing administrative policies to
support their assessments.

This place is clearly more encouraging and supportive of interdisciplinar-
ity than any other major institution I can think of. [S]

People work across disciplines, across departments a lot more than they do
other places, so I’ve felt more comfortable here than I have in other insti-
tutions. [T]

This is one of the most interdisciplinary places I’ve ever heard of. The fact
that you can come and have a joint appointment makes it much easier to
do the kind of work that I do. [L]
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I just found that [this university] fosters, in the social sciences, the ability
to work across groups, across departmental structures. . . . You’ll see a lot
of people here who have joint appointments. [A]

People have always collaborated a lot here. People have always had joint
appointments and played with their different [appointment] fractions in
interesting ways. [P]

A few individuals talked specifically about the university administration and its
role in supporting interdisciplinary work. A full professor with varied interdis-
ciplinary interests noted that finding support for seminars and new programs
was often an uphill battle, but he recognized the complex and competing in-
fluences on administrators:

It takes real leadership from department heads and deans and executive
offices to recognize and nurture interdisciplinary work, to see when it is
valuable and when it is just garbage, to be able to support it in spite of
institutional structure which is very discipline oriented. Having worked
several years to start an interdisciplinary program here, I can tell you that
it is no trivial task to have convinced the administration, or some part of
the administration, that something is of value and should be nurtured even
though it doesn’t fit neatly into the disciplinary structure. Mind you, that
is despite the fact that the institution’s public posture is to encourage in-
terdisciplinary work. There are still many barriers. . . . We live in an era of
constrained resources and because of that there is a push to become much
more conservative and much more focused and narrow. [E1]

Another informant, also directing an interdisciplinary program, was grateful
for the administrative support this research was presently receiving, but casti-
gated the administration for its conservative attitudes toward new ideas.

Even though the university favors interdisciplinary work, I don’t always
find that the administration is really willing to go out and do something
about it. They’ve been very good to us lately—they’ve been great to us
lately—but it took about four or five years. I think [the] administration is
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extremely conservative and doesn’t view their role as helping to bring new
intellectual directions into the university. They view their role much more
as trying to make sure that bad things don’t happen and not that good
things do. But lately that’s been changing. [The work we have are doing]
has just been very successful and so we’ve had really good luck with the
administration on that one. We’re getting outside grants and stuff, but this
is very, very expensive research. [G1]

One professor was surprised by her success in attracting the administration’s
favor, but she acknowledged that other colleagues may not have found the
same administrative support for their interdisciplinary efforts: “It is interesting
because a lot of my colleagues complain that we are not getting support, that
we need more support. I have felt personally that all I have gotten is support
for every single interdisciplinary gesture I have made” [H1].

Conservatism regarding interdisciplinarity is reflected in the tendency for
funding to beget more funding. At least one informant argued that the univer-
sity administration was reluctant to fund unproven ventures. Particularly when
research projects are very costly to run, as was the case with this informant’s
work, the university looks for outward signs of success before committing its
own limited funds for interdisciplinary research. For this reason the university
always appears to be a step behind in terms of funding for cutting-edge re-
search. External catalysts such as foundations, rather than universities, often
spearhead innovative research programs. With so many projects in line for
institutional support by the university, only those with a very high probability
of success are funded.

Although a few individuals at the research university felt that the adminis-
trative policies and practices could be improved, most believed the university
offered an encouraging context in which to pursue interdisciplinary work. At
the doctoral university, informants’ perceptions of the institutional climate for
interdisciplinary research and teaching were more varied.

An associate professor with a long history of involvement with several in-
terdisciplinary programs on this campus detected some support for interdisci-
plinarity, although he admitted it was less than he would liked to have seen.

I think a lot of [interdisciplinary research] happens. It would be hard to
say the university encourages interdisciplinarity. I think it supports it, but I
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think that a lot of us who do it would like to see more support for that. But
we recognize that there are other interests that are competing for limited
dollars. [X]

Another associate professor with a history of involvement in interdisciplinary
programs took the opposite view, contending that the university actively dis-
couraged interdisciplinary programs and efforts.

I think the university just resists [it] hammer and tongs . . . [when you]
establish a community like women’s studies that is by definition interdisci-
plinary because all the channels of power and privilege and advancement
are disciplinary. People have been systematically penalized for their par-
ticipation in these kinds of ventures and because they’re not stupid, they
tend not to do this unless they have other goals. [J]

At both the research and doctoral universities, informants called for greater
sensitivity to the needs of faculty who pursued interdisciplinary work. An assis-
tant professor at the research university who had difficulty finding a mentor
during graduate school because of her interdisciplinary interests was now con-
cerned about nurturing interdisciplinary faculty:

I think generally for someone who has interdisciplinary interests in either
traditional departments or even nontraditional departments, it’s very diffi-
cult to get mentoring. . . . [Y]ou have all these people from all these disci-
plines, but they’re being psychologists, or they’re being historians, or
they’re being sociologists, so they’re not necessarily interdisciplinary in
their work. Perhaps this is changing in some programs. I don’t know. [T]

An informant who also served as an administrator in the doctoral university
commented on mentoring as well as other forms of support for “career
interdisciplinarians.”

If we are thinking about the career path of someone who truly wants to be
an interdisciplinary scholar and teacher, maybe we’re going to have to
make some allowances. Maybe we’re going to have to say “Well, this per-
son is maybe going to have to do a little bit of reading and thinking and
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work here and maybe we’re going to have to provide some on-site support.
Maybe they’re going to need two or three different areas rather than just
one in their home department.” You have to think about working differ-
ently. And that’s where I think mentoring across departments, across pro-
grams, is really important because the traditional notion that you get
mentored in your own program, in your own department, isn’t sufficient
for someone who’s working across the disciplines. You need something
else. [N]

Perhaps because of their long engagement in interdisciplinary teaching and
research and their interest in conceptual interdisciplinary research projects
that tended to be least understood by colleagues, these informants were par-
ticularly attuned to these special needs.

As they did at the university sites, informants’ perceptions of the environ-
ments at the two liberal arts college differed considerably. Informants at one
college were generally happy with their institutional lives and the attitude of
colleagues toward interdisciplinary work. Interdisciplinary activities at this in-
stitution had a long history of administrative support and there were several
well-established interdisciplinary programs. A number of informants at this
college commented on the conducive atmosphere created by college policies.
Informants who taught in interdisciplinary programs as well as in their home
departments were particularly appreciative. A biologist who was instrumental
in the development of two interdisciplinary programs on her campus talked
about the interdisciplinary atmosphere that attracted her to the college:

When I came here to interview . . . they took me to lunch at the student
union. And we sat at a table and we were joined by faculty, just by chance
I think, by faculty from other departments and the thing that made me
accept this job was the conversation that happened at that lunch. It was
like being an undergraduate again and having friends come back to the
dorm who were majoring in all different things and talking about what
exciting thing had happened in their class or lab that day. And that has
stayed true. A lot of the intellectual excitement of this place, in my experi-
ence, happens outside of my department. I have had very regular contact
with people outside the department since I have been here and that’s taken
different forms. I’ve team taught seven different times with people in eco-
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nomics, anthropology, and English, [those] are the primary fields. I was
involved in helping develop [two interdisciplinary] programs. [A1]

A sociologist acknowledged that same atmosphere as a reason for staying at the
institution:

I am lucky to be at a place that has been comfortable with interdiscipli-
nary programs and activities over a long period of time. So it’s fairly easy
for me to work here having the kind of focus and orientation I have than it
would be at some other place, I think. [Doing interdisciplinary work is]
important for me personally and then if it’s reinforced by colleagues and
the institution, that even increases its importance. [U]

Because teaching is the primary activity at this institution, interdiscipli-
nary teaching was a frequent topic of discussion during interviews. Informants
were generally pleased that they had opportunities to teach such courses, but a
few expressed mild concerns. A political scientist worried about the quality of
teaching in interdisciplinary courses.

We all recognize that we have problems in teaching interdisciplinary
courses. In fact, the overall evaluations for people teaching in interdisci-
plinary programs here are lower; the courses get lower evaluations from
the students. But there is no sustained record to try and address those is-
sues. I think the programs might be open to holding teaching seminars on
how to do them. We have a teaching forum here where they have devoted
sessions, some of which I have participated in as part of the panel, for
example, on how to teach controversial texts or whatever. So the campus
is committed to interdisciplinary studies and to try to make it work. I don’t
question that. But there is a big difference between saying that, providing
a few opportunities, and really understanding the kind of difficulties that
someone faces when they’re trying to do that job. I think that struggle is
pretty individual and there hasn’t been a collective effort. [I]

Another informant, a biologist, worried about the preparation time associated
with interdisciplinary courses and implied that an alternative would save fac-
ulty and departmental time.
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Team teaching is not done here like I have seen at other places. Some
schools, for example, do their introductory biology courses in large lec-
tures and multiple faculty trade off doing lectures, but they each have a
lab section. So, they sacrifice the personal involvement in the lecture level
but they still retain it at the lab level. And the faculty reduce their prepara-
tion time by only having to do part of that class. . . . I would love, for in-
stance, to teach an interdisciplinary course with a geologist or some other
faculty member. But the department can’t afford really to let me go to do
that. That’s the constraint more than anything else is. [F1]

Although the administration appeared outwardly supportive, he suggested it
was also responsible for discouraging interdisciplinary teaching. He argued that
while the administration claimed that the most important thing to consider
was not the teaching load, but students’ educational experience, “someone is
calculating that class as half a class per faculty member.”

Still, informants at this institution more often praised the administration
for supporting interdisciplinary teaching than chastised it for not doing so. An
economist considered course development funds provided by the administra-
tion to be critical in encouraging interdisciplinary teaching: “That was an im-
portant thing, that we could get funding, because you wouldn’t ordinarily think
of [faculty from two very different disciplines] at most institutions and getting
any support for doing it together” [W]. This individual often traveled to other
institutions to describe his institutions’ unique economics curriculum. He
commented on the critical need for incentives for curricular change:

Whenever I go to other institutions . . . and help them think about cur-
ricular matters in economics or teach about our lab program in econom-
ics. . . . I am very careful to point out to people that if they want to bring
about change and they really want it to be successful then they have to
make an institutional commitment that supports faculty as they develop
their ability to do different things and move in different directions and
become interdisciplinary . . . you gotta have some support and this col-
lege was good in two ways I think. Number one it supported us finan-
cially. [My colleague] and I have probably had four or five summer grants
over the years. Usually that happens when we are either at the beginning
or at some critical stage in the process. [W]
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The other way in which the college supported interdisciplinarity was by recog-
nizing and rewarding interdisciplinary research:

[The college] has been very willing to recognize interdisciplinary work,
particularly research, as having value at the time of contract renewal, pro-
motions, tenure. That is important because if you want to create an envi-
ronment where people do that kind of thing, then they have to know that
when they get to those important crossroads in their career, somebody
isn’t going to say “Well, you haven’t done any traditional economics” or
“You haven’t done enough traditional economics.” [W]

An associate professor of political science echoed the belief that interdiscipli-
nary research was considered as legitimate as disciplinary research.

The quality of publication can be an issue here, but it is not a disciplinary
concern. In that respect, I don’t have the problems that I would have at an
institution where someone might say, “That is a good journal, but it is . . .
one of those squishy interdisciplinary kind of things.” That could be a con-
cern somewhere. Never here. [C1]

A professor at the same college was not convinced that interdisciplinarity was
always viewed as legitimate scholarship. Having relied on the backing of a
strong provost during her tenure review, she argued that the present adminis-
tration was not as committed to interdisciplinary scholarship.

I think it is much easier to evaluate work in traditional disciplines and I
think it takes a lot of courage on the part of a department and on the part
of an institution to really look carefully at what people are doing and evalu-
ate it. It’s much easier to look at where they are publishing and to look
for—the provost and president use words like trajectory—a research tra-
jectory. They’ve backed off from that but they did at one point make a
public statement that what they were looking for was a sense of develop-
ment and building blocks and a direction that somebody is going in. I
think that’s kind of the instinct of the administrative animal and of people
who don’t think very much about these issues. Yet I think to make any
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progress you do need people who make a sharp left turn at some point or
do branch out in some way. [A1]

This informant’s comments are a reminder that just as departmental contexts
for interdisciplinary scholarship change as faculty move in and out, institu-
tional environments can also be transient. Strong positions for or against inter-
disciplinarity are more often the result of strong leadership than an established
institutional mission, although there are a few U.S. institutions that do have
such interdisciplinary missions. This suggests that individuals who are able to
exert strong leadership may have a considerable impact on the lives of faculty
within an institution.

At the other liberal arts college, informants were much more critical of
faculty and administrative attitudes toward interdisciplinarity. One informant
claimed that the administration was asking too much of faculty by encourag-
ing interdisciplinary teaching and research efforts. She believed the admini-
stration’s position on interdisciplinarity was ill informed.

I think the college speaks with a forked tongue sometimes. They would
like a lot of things from us. There is still a basic set of stuff that they want,
which is that we have to teach well and obviously you are more comfort-
able doing that if you are in your discipline, at least it is going to be easier
if you are in your discipline. . . . But at the same time, I felt like the way I
am going to get judged in the end has to do with . . . if I can do that and be
interdisciplinary or show lots of boundary crossing kinds of activities as
well. . . . And in some senses I think the college sometimes pats you on
the head for stuff that’s pretty silly or looks eclectic when in fact it is really
sort of filler . . . . It seems the college is satisfied with superficial interdisci-
plinary stuff. [Z]

Another faculty member, a geologist who considered all his teaching and re-
search interdisciplinary, took issue with what he perceived as a narrow defini-
tion of interdisciplinarity on the part of the administration as well as other
colleagues:
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What always has bothered me has been that the concept of interdiscipli-
narity has had a different meaning across the street, in the nonscience
realm of college, than it does here. It used to be on our evaluation forms.
We would have to describe the interdisciplinary efforts that we made. I
would write I teach [a course I consider interdisciplinary]. I knew that
didn’t count. What counted was that interdisciplinary course [I taught with
a colleague from another department] and it was one of the few courses
that combined a scientist and a nonscientist. That was the view of interdis-
ciplinary. We have many courses taught by two scientists, or scientists us-
ing two different scientific disciplines; those didn’t count. I would like to
see that broadened out so they do count. It’s just as significant if a physicist
and a chemist collaborate as a sociologist and an English professor. In
many ways, some of the same kinds of barriers and cross-fertilization take
place. [L1]

Others also complained about discipline-oriented colleagues. An associate pro-
fessor who was a member of a merged program was exasperated by reactionary
colleagues.

There are factions as in any institution. I think there is probably a group of
folks who do not believe you can do interdisciplinary work no matter what
you think you’re doing and would resist it and do resist it whenever that
topic comes up. . . . I guess that there’s a cluster of folks on this campus
who never cease to surprise me in what they think because it is so opposite
of what I think. [M]

A professor of economics claimed that some colleagues masked deeper con-
cerns about interdisciplinarity by developing a pragmatic viewpoint against it:

not necessarily everyone agrees that what you are doing in an interdiscipli-
nary framework should be done. Some people see it as taking away from
the department’s resources. There is much sensitivity to that. Here, for
example, we have contractual agreements with programs to supply fac-
ulty. . . . [Then] there are people who would say, “We don’t value this kind
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of teaching experience and our involvement in the program does not help
us in any way professionally.” It’s not just a resource argument. [H]

Informants at this institution continued to teach interdisciplinary courses
and do interdisciplinary research, although they sometimes felt their commit-
ment difficult to maintain. While supportive departments sometimes mitigated
the lack of a facilitating institutional atmosphere, personal preferences may
have been the real motivating force. A number of faculty I interviewed sug-
gested that what they appreciated most about their institutions was that they
did not dictate the type of research that was acceptable. As one informant
stated: “So I see something interesting and no one else seems to be working on
it, I can work on it. . . . I can stop doing something, too, if it becomes boring. I
can say, yeah, this is boring and I can just not do it and go do something else”
[L1].

While policies, practices, and pedantry might have dissuaded informants
from interdisciplinary research and teaching, other institutional characteris-
tics seemed to encourage interdisciplinary interactions. According to infor-
mants at the liberal arts colleges, the small size of their institutions fostered
interdisciplinary conversation and collaborations.

Think about the economics department at a big university. There are,
what, fifty faculty? The people that you talk to, that you have lunch with,
that you go to the restroom with, are all economists and that’s got to make
a difference. It seems to me it has to make a difference. Here we certainly
get thrown together a lot more by virtue of the smallness of the place. Just
looking at this hall, we have economists, we have classical studies people,
we have historians, we have a French person down the hall and that makes
it more natural to get into this kind of thing. But my guess would be that it
happens more easily and you have to work harder at it at a bigger institu-
tion. [G]

I will always tell people that I learned a lot by being here and interacting
outside of the discipline as opposed to inside it—most of my contacts are
focused in this wing [of the building]. It’s not like your own floor or your
own building so that your disciplinary colleagues are the only people you
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see. I like it here. I think I have learned a lot by being here that I wouldn’t
have if I were somewhere else. And I like it. Other people would not. [H]

Even at the smaller of the two universities, an informant suggested that the
size of the university had an impact on the frequency of interdisciplinary con-
versations and research.

I think it’s an environment that fosters interdisciplinary research because
it’s small. . . . You meet [people from other disciplines] on a daily basis . . .
because of serving on committees, interdisciplinary programs. I meet them
because they come to use [my lab equipment], and so forth, there are a
number of mechanisms. I think probably a larger number of mechanisms
for mixing up the disciplines [exist] here than there are at larger universi-
ties. [R]

While departmental and institutional barriers were often difficult obstacles,
they were not insurmountable. Determined informants pursued interdiscipli-
nary research and teaching with or without the help of their colleagues, their
departments, or their institutions. They welcomed some assistance but did not
necessarily see it as essential.

Higher education theory suggests that institutional type is a powerful in-
fluence on academic life. In this study, however, institutional type seemed less
important to informants than the perceived climate for interdisciplinarity. The
kinds of institutional support for interdisciplinary scholarship that informants
found helpful—for example, funds for course development, faculty seminars,
or research programs—were not reflections of institutional type but rather of
administrative philosophy. Clearly, however, structural and funding supports
for interdisciplinarity provided incentives for interdisciplinary research and
teaching, and institutional needs could motivate interdisciplinary scholarship.
Interdisciplinary programs such as environmental or women’s studies, and
merged departments such as sociology/anthropology recruited informants to
teach interdisciplinary courses and advise undergraduates. Even less malleable
characteristics of an institution, such as its size, facilitated interdisciplinary
interactions.
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Disciplinary Boundaries and Border Crossings

Despite the perceived resistance of departmental and institutional col-
leagues, several informants thought their disciplines were turning in the direc-
tion of interdisciplinarity. Some felt that they had anticipated this trend with
their work, others thought they were “catching a wave,” and still others were
surprised at the slow pace and continuing opposition. Several informants iden-
tified specific moments when their disciplines appeared to open their doors to
different kinds of scholarship. Not all faculty informants commented on the
disciplinary environment for interdisciplinary work; some chose to focus on
other, presumably more immediate departmental and institutional environ-
ments. As might be predicted, informants from the research universities dis-
cussed disciplinary contexts most often, perhaps because the opinions of these
colleagues were important in determining who gets published, who gets
funded, and who gets tenured. Informants at the liberal arts colleges and doc-
toral university, however, shared concerns about the state of one discipline,
economics, where resistance to interdisciplinary work was gauged to be excep-
tionally strong.

An anthropologist talked about being in the vanguard of interdisciplinary
work in her discipline.

I was doing historical anthropology and its nexus with anthropology be-
fore it became the hottest thing in anthropology, before the historic turn.
So in a sense the work was an opening to where anthropology went. The
difference is that when I applied for my first job about ten years ago, some
people were uncomfortable that I wasn’t doing anthropology. Five years
ago, another institution came after me for what I do, in interdisciplinary
terms. That was a shift that you could see. [H1]

This informant argued that changes in society necessitated changes in the way
anthropology was done; in essence, the discipline followed along.

It’s a whole shift in the world economy. Who anthropologists are going to
study is no longer as clear as it was when there was certain governments
backing certain kinds of work—when peasants were peasants and when
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the Third World was a place that you could identify as a place. Whereas if
you look at the sort of transnational economy right now, the Third World
has come home. Europe is dealing all the time with its former colonized
populations. So it’s a really different set of problems. [H1]

Another anthropologist contended that the debate about interdisciplinarity in
anthropology was still raging, citing a series of articles in an issue of the flag-
ship journal of the discipline.

There are a bunch of folks who think that anthro shouldn’t be going off in
all of these different directions away from science, away from anthro-
pology. All people are doing is becoming more interdisciplinary and
overlapping with interests in other disciplines, but that threatens folks
who perceive themselves to be the models of the way it’s supposed to
be, who haven’t changed, who are still using theories that they regard as
truthful. [M]

This debate, she noted, was also being conducted via electronic mail. Over
spring break, she received 150 mail messages on the issue. A member of a
merged department that combined anthropology and sociology, she com-
mented on the shared roots of these disciplines.

Historically we’re the same discipline. . . . The early anthropologists were
called sociologists, scholars of society. Turn of the century, late 1800s turn
of the century, sociology and anthropology kind of fragmented and went
different ways. So we share forefathers—not foremothers, forefathers—
people who were looking at society and organizations in society. Sociolo-
gists, as I understand it, went more into society as a whole, theories to
explain large groups of people, patterns in behavior, but society at large.
Now that doesn’t mean they don’t have theories for the individual too but
their relationship is more society and people, patterns, populations. An-
thropology first of course was colonial and went into cross-cultural stud-
ies, the “other” and we have to get over that because that was nasty and
ugly. But the early studies looked at other than us. I guess that was one of
the traditional distinctions. Certainly, sociologists do cross-cultural stud-
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ies now and anthropologists look at the United States. Now the differences
are more the theoretical underpinnings. [M]

A jointly appointed professor of history and sociology also noted a turning
point in history that allowed a sociologist, as she was by training, to use histori-
ography.

When I first started [doing interdisciplinary research], history was grab-
bing from sociology, which made my connections with it pretty easy. And
when I first began, it was in a very social history phase, even to the extent
of doing quantitative work and I actually did some of that. Increasingly,
history has become enamored with, first, anthropology and then literary
theory and so the kind of discursive turn in history, I think is still very alive
and well. [D1]

Interdisciplinarity was easier to accomplish in history, she argued, because it is
a discipline that “doesn’t develop its own theory but kind of grabs from other
disciplines.” Sociology, on the other hand, seemed to find interdisciplinarity
threatening:

I think the discipline itself is very fractured. And I think that there are a lot
of identity problems. I think what this is all about is what it means to be a
sociologist. For some people being a sociologist means certain things;
there is a very narrow definition and a fear that the discipline is kind of
getting eaten away. [D1]

Although the state of the discipline dismayed her, she hoped that interdiscipli-
narity was gaining some ground in sociological circles. At her institution, at
least, faculty were beginning to discuss the kinds of issues that raised questions
about interdisciplinarity.

I see my own colleagues here, some of them, trying to grapple with these
issues and changing to some extent in what they read and a little bit in
how they think. There is a little bit of movement, and within the disci-
pline itself, there are signs of movement. There is an engagement with
postmodernism, for example. It is sort of around the fringes, but there are
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more people doing it now. It is not as though these trends of thought in
the humanities haven’t had an impact, they have. But I think that is also
creating reaction on the part of the people who were trained in a particu-
lar mode of sociology—I don’t want to make it age graded because it is
not. It’s not age graded. [Others] are more interested in culture—cultural
sociology is the largest subdivision in sociology now. [D1]

Like the anthropologist who recounted the history of sociology and anthropol-
ogy, she was intrigued by contrasting departmental arrangements for history
and sociology that she saw outside the United States. As a visiting professor in a
British university, she learned that these departments commingled much more
than they did in the United States:

Social history in many British universities . . . is located in sociology. . . .
I was in the sociology department doing history, so it was seamless.
And there was a sociologist who taught the historical methods course, he
did historical sociology. I felt very at home there actually. There
was also a regular history department there and I got to be quite close to
people in that department as well. . . . It seemed to me there weren’t rup-
tures there either between the proper historians who do political history
and cultural history and intellectual history and the social historians who
are supposedly more sociological. The other thing that helped me was
that in the mid 70s, sociologists became more interested in history, gener-
ally, and historical sociology started to grow as a kind of a subfield within
sociology. [D1]

An associate professor of English who had recently been awarded tenure
was surprised when she learned that some faculty on her departmental tenure
committee still resisted the trend toward interdisciplinarity:

I think that the kind of move that I have made from a more sort of linguis-
tic-based approach to literature to a more context-historical interdiscipli-
nary approach to the literature is a general trend within the field of liter-
ary studies, so it’s not like I am any kind of pioneer and I think that my
trajectory is not an unusual one. However, it’s still a problem. [B1]
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In contrast an assistant professor of art history thought that he was at the fore-
front of a movement just beginning to form in his discipline.

I think I hit quite a wave in a certain sense . . . art history has become so
interdisciplinary—through its objects first of all: popular culture, material
culture, fine art—and also through the question of methodology: How do
we interpret these works? What does each methodology do? How does our
methodology limit our vision? How do we open ourselves up to questions
of race and gender? [E]

This expansion of art history was responsible for the creation of a new type of
art historian—as well as for jobs for new breeds of art historians:

So suddenly there is not only a debate about the objects of art study, but
also a debate about how to study them. So the problem becomes how do
we negotiate all these different complex theories? How do we do it? How
do we negotiate all this complex information that’s coming in from other
disciplines? And that’s why a person who just does critical theory in the
department is becoming more and more important because I am supposed
to interpret all this information coming in from other disciplines for the
uses of art history right now. [E]

The faculty in his department, he claimed, predicted the need for a position
such as his; to remain at the cutting edge of the discipline, they had to move in
the direction of interdisciplinarity.

Other disciplines appeared to be changing much more slowly. In econom-
ics, for example, informants saw very few signs of change. Some were so subtle
that they might be invisible to the uninformed observer. Even small victories,
however, were cause for celebration. A tenured, female professor of econom-
ics enthusiastically recalled the interest stirred up by a new group of feminist
economists at two recent annual meetings of the American Economics Asso-
ciation.

What’s really cool is [that] . . . we’ve had two sessions there each time and
they were the best attended sessions at the whole conference. Because it’s
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new. It’s kind of exciting. It’s looking at what we do as economists from a
different perspective. It’s allowing people to, I think, to bring in other dis-
ciplines. It gives a more realistic picture of economic lives. It’s not assum-
ing the really strict assumptions that you have to do to get these models to
work. So I think it’s given people license to really kind of expand their
thinking. I think that’s why people find it exciting. [B]

Another professor of economics appeared less convinced that substantial
change would occur in the discipline any time soon:

I think econ is the slowest of the social sciences because it, quite frankly,
regards itself at the top of the social science hierarchy. It pretends to be
physics. And it’s very resistant to criticism from the outside either by econo-
mists who would be considered fringe types of people or certainly from
other social scientists. People might think this is a bit harsh, but the major-
ity of the economists don’t think the majority of the sociologists have much
interesting or useful to say. When you get to things like anthropology, for-
get it. . . . I think as a discipline we have tended to wall ourselves off to a
greater extent than some. [G]

However, she, too, eagerly noted what she considered evidence of a move-
ment toward interdisciplinarity:

I actually heard a paper at the national meetings in January that was based
on survey data, they actually did questionnaires. I was flabbergasted to see
that because that is not considered mainstream research methodology at
all in economics. That’s for sociologists to do and anthropologists, but in
economics you need twenty-seven mathematical equations at the front
end of your article before it will even be considered for publication in
the mainstream journals. That is a bit extreme but not too far off the
mark. [G]

She interpreted the appearance of new economics journals as a harbinger of
things to come. Still, having experienced little success with her own feminist
research in economics, she was cautious about hoping for too much.
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I think discontent is starting to become a bit more widespread in econom-
ics itself. I think the reason you have a proliferation of new journals is
because there are lots of people who have things to say that can’t for a
variety of reasons get into the mainstream journals. So you have what
mainstream people would call fringe journals—“I have got important
things to say and the American Economic Review won’t publish me” and
well, and if you have enough people like that and they all get together,
well, gee, you have got a new journal. . . . I think that when you see that
kind of thing happening that’s a signal that there is dissension from the
mainstream in a particular discipline. I think in the long run that is prob-
ably a good thing. Although there certainly will be a while when all of
these new journals come out, when people get their stuff published in
them, the ones who are still in a position to make decisions about promo-
tion and tenure and all that other neat stuff will say, “Oh, yes, you have an
article but it is in these.” [G]

Another female economist, also involved in women’s studies but at a dif-
ferent institution, also interpreted some signs of change.

I guess now the hottest topic in economics, and this might be where this
move towards more interdisciplinary study has helped, is the endogeneity
of tastes and preferences, how they really should be part of the [standard
economic] model. So I think economists are starting to move to a broader
definition of what economics is. They used to just truncate it right there.
Now if you can assume that people’s tastes and preferences are given . . .
you literally do look at costs and you do look at benefits and that’s it. But
once you start looking at the interaction between those choices and what
that could mean for future tastes and preferences, once people kind of
evaluate the impact of that decision, then you’ve got all kinds of things
that could happen. [B]

A colleague in the same department also questioned the standard model. His
dissatisfaction with the ability of this model to explain change in underdevel-
oped countries led to his interdisciplinary excursions into other disciplines.
Yet he understood the allure of a simple, parsimonious model of the world.
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It is so much more comfortable to go with neoclassical theory. It is very
elegant. It is very persuasive. It really can be used to explain an awful lot of
things that we observe, but I am convinced that part of the reason that it
can be used to explain those things is that most economists are white
middle-class males. So what we are doing is explaining a world that we
would love to have exist. If you are not a white middle-class male, the
world looks very different to you and that theory doesn’t do nearly as good
of job of explaining the world. [W]

He noted that to accommodate his increasingly interdisciplinary viewpoint, he
reconfigured himself as an institutional economist, that is, an economist who
argued that the standard model was too restrictive. Leaving behind the “98
percent of economists in the U.S.” who were trained in neoclassical econom-
ics, he was now aligned with “a very small minority” of economists.

Conversations about changes in scientific fields often focused on the in-
fluence of people and phenomena external to academia. Two psychologists at
different institutions concurred that the “really interesting work” in psychol-
ogy was happening in the interdisciplinary areas of cognitive science and neu-
roscience. A professor of psychology expressed a strong opinion about the state
of the discipline.

I think psychology as a discipline is largely very ill and I think there are
only two areas that are actually adding to knowledge: cognitive science
and neuroscience. Both of those are really interdisciplinary things; they
overlap with other disciplines. Cognitive science really overlaps with com-
puter science, philosophy, to some extent with neuroscience but prima-
rily computer science, possibly, cognitive psychology. Neuroscience is
similar; it’s overlapped with psychology with various other sciences. So
those areas are inherently interdisciplinary. The rest of psychology is basi-
cally moribund these days, partly because it’s committed to a set of very
narrow methodologies. They’re not thinking very hard about how to break
loose from those perspectives. [J1]

External influences, he explained, were largely responsible for the stagnation
in many areas of the field:
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In large part it’s very understandable because a lot of external pressure is
being put on psychology to do only certain types of things. For example,
clinical psychology is under enormous pressure to change everything to
short-term criteria-oriented treatment. It is being forced into behavioral
models by health care providers who are trying to drive costs down. So
talky-talky psychotherapy increasingly is not being done because nobody
will pay for it. Everything’s short term, everything has to be fit into the
framework of the Psychiatric Association’s diagnostic manual, the DSM-
IV, and psychologists are being dragged along. So that means the research
paradigms in clinical psychology don’t get beyond things that are defin-
able in terms of that quasi-behavioralist paradigm. [J1]

A cognitive psychologist who was working in both neuroscience and cognitive
science talked about the histories of these movements within psychology. Nei-
ther movement, he argued, was the result of a natural evolution in thinking
within the discipline.

It’s not completely natural evolution either in the cognitive science move-
ment, which started in the late 70s, or the cognitive neuroscience move-
ment, which started about ten years later. In both cases there was defi-
nitely some intrinsic, organic evolution—whatever you want to call
it—natural things going on that really are critical and it couldn’t happen
without that. However, it was in both cases, there was a commitment of a
foundation to move this thing, spearhead it, and dumping several million
bucks into it. You know, several million isn’t a lot in some circles, but in
psychology it’s still a lot—and it’s more, it’s probably more than several
million. So that speeded things up both times and that’s not, that’s not
evolutionary, that’s revolutionary. [G1]

A biologist who worked on global change issues similarly argued that in-
terdisciplinary science was in many cases driven by forces outside the univer-
sity. In this case research sponsors were demanding that funded projects be
relevant and responsible.

Disciplinary cultural barriers are somewhat breaking down in the past few
years to decade because of concerns about global change type issues, over-
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population issues, environmental degradation issues and so more and
more scientists are being forced by federal governments and funding agen-
cies to justify their work and articulate their work in how it would solve
society’s problems. There still is a resistance to do that on the part of some
number of scientists, although that number is getting smaller. [I1]

Observers of interdisciplinarity have often attributed a negative influence
to institutional structures and academic disciplines. Yet institutions and disci-
plines are social groupings capable of growth and change and thus of welcom-
ing new modes of inquiry and knowledge generation. In the sciences infor-
mants suggested that their disciplines responded to external influences as
funding agencies created opportunities for interdisciplinary research; institu-
tions and individuals were the recipients of their support. In the humanities
and social sciences, informants talked about historical turns in their disciplines,
moments when disciplinary doors were opened to new approaches to knowl-
edge; particular departments responded by welcoming faculty committed to
these innovative approaches. Some disciplines, however, appeared to resist in-
terdisciplinarity more than others; economists, for example, were quick to com-
ment on the insularity of their discipline. Still, it is important to recall Austin’s
(1990) observation that faculty, in addition to being influenced by disciplinary
cultures, work within local contexts that can modify their disciplinary commit-
ments. At institutions that value research and teaching equally, the pressure to
maintain a traditional disciplinary stance appeared less intense. At these insti-
tutions even economics faculty crossed disciplinary borders and wandered
across paradigms.
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Chapter

Tracing Interdisciplinarity:
Scholarly Outcomes

7
Faculty attributed a variety of professional and intellectual
outcomes to interdisciplinary teaching and research. These
included academic rewards such as promotions and tenure
as well as tangible professional outcomes such as confer-
ence papers, articles, and books. Interdisciplinary projects
also produced intellectual outcomes: changes in personal
epistemologies such as new perspectives on disciplinary
problems; greater understanding of particular problems or
areas of study; and intellectual stimulation and growth stem-
ming from new ways of thinking about a discipline or about
the nature of scholarship.

Informants with the least experience in interdiscipli-
nary scholarship generally focused on the tangible, profes-
sional outcomes of interdisciplinary teaching and research,
reporting how they learned new concepts or principles from
other disciplines or broadened their perspective on a vexing
problem or phenomenon. Individuals who were more in-
tensely and regularly engaged in interdisciplinary scholar-
ship reported similar kinds of learning outcomes but also
described how interdisciplinarity affected their disciplinary
perspectives and ways of knowing. These individuals typi-
cally did more than add concepts or theories to their disci-
plinary repertoires; many carefully examined the epistemo-
logical and methodological traditions of their disciplines.
In some cases, when their discipline yielded less than satis-
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factory answers, they struggled with the question of whether they could still
count themselves as part of their disciplinary community. These kinds of radi-
cal epistemological changes were not common among my informants; rather
most individuals sought to balance disciplinary and interdisciplinary ways of
knowing. Most maintained disciplinary ties while developing coherent new
ways of viewing and thinking about the world. Only occasionally, when at-
tempts to combine disciplinary and interdisciplinary perspectives failed, did
informants begin to doubt their disciplinary loyalties and identities.

Professional Rewards

Informants who pursued interdisciplinary work of all kinds—informed
disciplinarity, synthetic, and conceptual interdisciplinarity—reported tangible
professional outcomes as a result of their research and teaching. A number
published articles and books and produced conference papers based on their
interdisciplinary work. Many of their comments suggest that the widely held
belief that resistance to interdisciplinary scholarship stymies publication ef-
forts is exaggerated. A psychologist and a physician presented their collabora-
tive research at their respective disciplinary conferences. The psychologist
noted that the research generated some criticism, but the critique was based
on the qualitative method used, not the interdisciplinary nature of the project.
Similarly a collaborative project between a political scientist and a professor of
art began with a team-taught course and culminated in a presentation at an
interdisciplinary conference and articles in two journals.

An anthropologist with interests in cognitive psychology suggested that
although psychologists favorably received his interdisciplinary work, the jury
of anthropologists was still out: “I’ll know in about two years [how my work is
received by anthropologists] because I just turned a book in to a publisher that
I am hoping will have some wider distribution than these psychological pieces.
We’ll see how they react” [S]. Despite his concerns he was successful in find-
ing a publisher for his studies. An economist with an interest in critical think-
ing published in a number of different disciplinary journals; these were usu-
ally teaching-oriented journals in fields such as sociology and nursing. He did
this writing in addition to his disciplinary writing for law journals.

Teaching responsibilities often produced research and publication oppor-
tunities. The interdisciplinary teaching activities of one informant resulted in
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an appointment to a national commission and eventually resulted in a book
series on teaching about genocide and intolerance, sponsored by a national
professional organization: “That’s because of my holocaust work. The publica-
tions will all be interdisciplinary” [X]. This informant was also primarily
responsible for the development and implementation of an interdisciplinary
general education program at his institution, “a very radical approach to hu-
manities education.” This program, considered by the informant to be a major
focus of his academic life, has been replicated by many American colleges and
universities. “It has given us all,” he reported, referring to the many faculty
involved in the program over the years, “an excuse to do nondisciplinary edu-
cation.”

Another informant, an anthropologist, developed an edited volume as a
result of team teaching an interdisciplinary course: “From that experience of
team teaching, I got the idea of doing a book on multidisciplinary approaches
to the study of gender that I edited with a fellow at [___] University” [M]. An
associate professor of English and women’s studies reported a similar outcome
of interdisciplinary teaching.

I am working on a book now that’s very interdisciplinary in its method and
its scope insofar as it involves thinking about the relationship between
literary representations of things and broader cultural issues. So my re-
search has really been shaped by being in women’s studies. [C]

Earlier I argued that separating teaching and research activities, even tempo-
rarily for the purpose of clarity, could mask relationships between teaching
and research. These statements from faculty informants attest to the connec-
tions between these responsibilities that are often seen as separate, even com-
peting. At the liberal arts colleges, and also at the doctoral institution, faculty
offered ample evidence of the interplay among teaching and research activi-
ties. For faculty in these kinds of institutions, linkages between teaching and
research may be more frequent than for faculty at larger institutions. The
greater teaching load at liberal arts and smaller universities makes combining
research and teaching interests a viable strategy for accomplishing personal
and institutional goals, and the size of the institution facilitates the kinds of
interactions that can aid in bringing an interdisciplinary project to fruition.

Several informants contended that they were hired for current academic
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positions because of their interdisciplinary work. An assistant professor dis-
cussed the announcement for his position, noting that it required an interdis-
ciplinary type. A tenured anthropologist reported that her university recruited
her precisely because of her scholarship, which had always been interdiscipli-
nary. A biologist believed that her interdisciplinary teaching and research ex-
periences would probably land her a job as a director of environmental stud-
ies—should she decide to leave her current position:

I actually think my best chance of leaving [this institution] is because of
my interdisciplinary strengths. . . . I think that I could get a job as a direc-
tor of an environmental studies program. I think that my [interdiscipli-
nary] credentials are strong enough and my disciplinary credentials look
good enough because of the posts that I’ve held within disciplinary societ-
ies—because of my activities nationally. But I have loved the opportuni-
ties for interdisciplinary interaction here, and I think in that way I came to
the right place. [Other colleges] do not have a history of fostering interdis-
ciplinary work. Their biologists are more truly biologists; they spend their
time within the biology department for the most part. They are more well
developed as biologists, I guess you could say, because their energies are
going in that direction. But I think they miss out on the kinds of opportu-
nities that I’ve had. [A1]

Informants also occasionally attributed promotions and tenure rewards to
their interdisciplinary work. At the small liberal arts colleges where teaching
was emphasized over research, all successful teaching experiences—disciplin-
ary or interdisciplinary—were considered in reward decisions. Still, a few in-
formants were concerned. Interdisciplinary teaching and team teaching, they
claimed, was more difficult than traditional teaching and sometimes less suc-
cessful—at least in terms of course evaluations. Junior faculty from these insti-
tutions tended to worry about poor teaching evaluations, but none suggested
that interdisciplinary teaching was responsible for a negative promotion or ten-
ure decision at their campus.

At the universities, interdisciplinary research could be a riskier venture,
depending on the opinions of one’s departmental colleagues. However, even a
highly contentious tenure battle ended successfully for one informant. Given
the fact that the entire corpus of this individual’s research and teaching was
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interdisciplinary, her tenure must be viewed as a tangible, although contested,
outcome of interdisciplinarity.

Rewards for interdisciplinary work also accrued to faculty in the form of
institutional and outside grants for research projects. Although he noted that
interdisciplinary projects might not always develop or progress smoothly, a bi-
ologist who directed interdisciplinary research teams focused on the positive,
rather than negative, outcomes of interdisciplinary efforts.

We have always said that as part of this project we will try to blend natural
science and social science approaches and that blending has been diffi-
cult. I think it has something to do with cultural differences of the disci-
plines. It has to do with different languages, different perceptions of prob-
lems. But we have done a lot of talking in parallel. We certainly educated
each other. At a minimum, we have done some good: we have promoted
and funded, and sought funding for, a few good interdisciplinary projects
and at a minimum, all proposals from both sides are now much better
articulated in terms of the big picture because of those conversations. [I1]

This kind of outcome of interdisciplinary work blurs the line between tangible
and intellectual rewards. The successful grant proposals that emanated from
interdisciplinary forums on global change research are clearly tangible prod-
ucts that won research funds for their teams. The ability to better articulate the
larger interdisciplinary picture, however, is an intellectual reward that stands
alone and may precede the tangible reward. Although I separated the tangible
and intangible rewards of interdisciplinary research and teaching for the pur-
poses of discussion, the distinction is clearer in reporting than in reality.

Intellectual Outcomes

Informants who typically engaged in informed disciplinary scholarship
were most likely to perceive new knowledge to be the primary outcome of
interdisciplinary scholarship. Although these informants pursued interdisci-
plinarity with the hope of learning something new, they also prized the ability
to engage in interdisciplinary conversations with colleagues. An economist
found that teaching an interdisciplinary course led to informal exchanges with
individuals in another discipline: “I learned a lot in that class and therefore I
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have greater awareness of certain things. So I will interact [with individuals in
the political science department]—not in the formal case of exchanging pa-
pers, but talking about things they are working on, how they go about doing
them, what might be involved and that kind of stuff” [H].

The ability to talk across disciplines and about other types of research is
more than a social advantage. For at least one informant, it was a way to en-
courage interdisciplinary research projects across the university. He not only
led his own interdisciplinary research teams but promoted interdisciplinary
research within the university by sponsoring interdisciplinary forums for fac-
ulty interested in global change. He argued that he had become more of a
generalist as a result: “Increasingly I find myself in positions where I need to
acquire a certain amount of knowledge in a discipline so I can converse with
people and convey what I am interested in to them and find out what they are
interested in and then find out if there is a common ground” [I1].

An assistant professor of art history observed that his interdisciplinary in-
terests facilitated interdisciplinary conversations.

I have a good enough sense about the issues in a lot of different disci-
plines. This is something you see when you are interdisciplinary: The
changes that are occurring in literature are also going on in visual arts and
they’re reflecting very important social issues, very important questions
that the person on the street had, that the intellectual had. You see culture
as something that doesn’t simply run in these narrow disciplines, and
therefore by trying to get a broader sense of the culture as a whole—albeit
not doing as much work in the secondary literature of any one specific
field—you find that you can talk to people. [E]

An associate professor of English who directed an interdisciplinary program
also found the ability to understand different perspectives helpful in conduct-
ing meetings and getting work done in university committees:

I think being interdisciplinary also makes one a better communicator. I
have used my interdisciplinary inclination and interest as a tool in my
administrating. When I sit on a university committee which is composed
of people from all different disciplines, I feel as if I am able, more able, to
slip into the perspective they are trying to argue. I was on the university
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grant committee and I felt one of the problems there was people who
could not transcend their own disciplines enough to be able to respect
what someone was doing in another discipline. And so I think it’s healthy
in that way, too. [C]

Although interdisciplinary interaction can be personally satisfying and
administratively useful, it may not lead to changes in knowledge or reassess-
ment of disciplinary perspectives. More intense engagement in interdiscipli-
nary topics seems to be required for this kind of intellectual change. An econo-
mist, for example, credited his collaboration with an anthropologist with
helping him develop a more complex understanding of social change.

Probably the most important thing [my colleague] did was to contribute
this sociological analysis of [social] class. I think it was always there, but
now I have got some terms to use and I have got some theory. Economists
have not ever dealt very effectively with the issue of class. I have always
felt that it was important, but I didn’t have the analysis other than the
Marxist stuff to talk about it. [My colleague] helped me build a much
broader sense of the importance of class and the role of class and the way
classes get shaped and changed and so on, and that is now part of the
repertoire. [W]

Comparing himself to a “sticky ball rolling down a hill,” he described his in-
terdisciplinary learning as a process of accumulation and internalization: “I
roll through this field and I pick up stuff and then it becomes part of me.”

Interdisciplinary work often had the effect of expanding an individual’s
intellectual universe. A political scientist attributed the ability to ask a new set
of questions to her interdisciplinary learning, enumerating the topics she pur-
sued after an interdisciplinary team-teaching experience.

I do enjoy interdisciplinary work. I have immersed myself in it. Part of the
reason why it is fascinating to me is this connection, it opens me up to
these other things that have been really interesting, for example, critical
studies—critical race theory, feminist legal studies—and that caused me
to have to read things other than the traditional kind of constitutional law
books. Intellectually, it just expanded things for me. [I]
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In this case interdisciplinary conversations sparked a research interest and an-
other interdisciplinary course. Neither the research nor the course would likely
exist if the conversation had not taken place.

In the law, postmodernism is a relatively new concept. Yet if you go into
literature or into art, postmodernism is—it’s just everything. So it has been
real important to have been exposed to those concepts and then I start to
try and find places in law where it has started to happen and that has been
the basis of my expanding what I do. So, for example, just recently I got a
course approved that I am going to be teaching next year. We’re going to
be doing queer legal theory. I never would have even come across that
literature if it hadn’t been for this interdisciplinary connection that ex-
posed me to postmodernism and then exposed me to critical race theory
and feminist theory and now the cutting edge of stuff in legal theory, queer
legal theory. So that’s really key for me. I wouldn’t have gotten that with-
out a collegial, interdisciplinary discussion. [I]

Interest theories typically suggest that there are two types of interest: indi-
vidual and situational (Krapp, Hidi, and Renninger 1992). Individual interest,
as its name suggests, is specific to the individual, is relatively stable, and is
associated with increased knowledge. Situational interest, in contrast, is gener-
ated by a stimulus in the environment, for example, texts, films, or the ideas of
another individual, and tends to be shared among individuals. As a result it
may only have a short-term value and a marginal influence on an individual’s
knowledge and reference systems. Research on the role of interest in learning,
however, has consistently demonstrated that both situational and individual
interests have important effects on learning (Krapp, Hidi, and Renninger 1992).

Faculty with a strong interest in an interdisciplinary topic may decide to
pursue a prolonged interdisciplinary research or teaching process or to engage
in a formal interdisciplinary collaboration. Those participating in faculty col-
loquia or conferences may exhibit a more situational interest that may be sus-
tained for a shorter period of time and may require a less intensive effort. This
kind of interest could be short-lived and have a limited influence on the
individual’s academic life. Of course, there is the possibility that a situational
interest can become an individual interest—participation in an especially in-
teresting conference may eventually lead to participation in an interdiscipli-
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nary collaboration. As demonstrated in this study, one interdisciplinary excur-
sion can lead to others.

For many informants interdisciplinary teaching and research filled a void
by offering intellectual stimulation previously unobtainable. For the political
scientist quoted above, interdisciplinary conversations made life at her institu-
tion bearable. What she lacked in collegial interaction in her department, she
found in interdisciplinary interactions: “Those things, for me, are everything.
They make being here what it is. I would not be here and I would not be in
this job if it weren’t for that” [I]. At another institution an associate professor
offered the same explanation for her interest in interdisciplinary topics and
involvement in an ongoing interdisciplinary seminar.

At the end of my first year here I was just sort of lonely and I didn’t know
very many people here and I felt a desire for a kind of intellectual commu-
nity that I felt I’d had in graduate school and it just wasn’t happening in
my department. I had heard there was this faculty seminar and I didn’t
even really know what it was about, I just wanted to go. And it’s been a
really important part of my life since. . . . [B1]

Several informants confessed that they pursued interdisciplinary projects
because they became bored with their disciplinary agendas. An economist en-
rolled in law school because he “was bored by a lot of conversations in my
midst” and wanted some intellectual excitement. “I was not going to be a law-
yer or anything like that and so, for me, it was just sort of a sidelight of my
reading program.” The law, he argued, was a refuge for individuals devoted to
the liberal arts: “You can spend your whole career writing on the jurispruden-
tial theories evoked in Kafka’s work. That’s quite an acceptable research pro-
gram in law” [F]. A psychologist reflecting on his academic career noted a
similar motivation and the reason he pursued several lines of research:

I would say it’s probably true of me that, for better or worse, I get bored
doing the same thing for a very long period of time. I immerse myself and
work very intensely and I think if I look back over my career, I at least
change the problems I’m working on every five to seven years. [G1]



219tracing interdisciplinarity

As if to deflect the common “dilettante” label, he quickly added, “certain
themes have been there since graduate school.” A physicist defended his atten-
tion to different research topics as reflection of a personality trait, and he sug-
gested that he was merely one variety of faculty member:

Many academics are very comfortable with becoming really expert in an
area and mining it, really becoming a deep specialist in a certain field,
and that is important. That’s really important. There are other people who
sort of take a broad view of things or whose personality is maybe very se-
quentially monogamous as far as academic disciplines go—I spend a few
years on this subject then I move on and spend a couple of years on this
subject. Those are people who more naturally gravitate to doing interdis-
ciplinary work. For those kinds of people, I think the main reason for do-
ing this kind of work is the intellectual challenge and excitement. It’s not
for everybody and I wouldn’t say it has to be for everybody. [E1]

A professor of Romance languages and women’s studies argued that the
intellectual stimulation of interdisciplinarity was likely to engender other in-
tellectual outcomes and that what was learned through interdisciplinarity
would eventually help one be a better teacher and researcher.

So that’s also what interdisciplinarity means, it means that no matter how
much you already know and are specialized in your own area, there’s al-
ways something new you can learn that will eventually—you don’t have
to be capitalist about it, but there will be a payback. You will get some-
thing out of it. If nothing else, you will just get some excitement out of it,
you know, stimulation, but probably, you’ll also get something else. You
will have some new insights that will help you teach whatever you are
teaching better or write whatever you are writing better. If it’s at all con-
nected, it will help you think it out better. [N]

Maintaining Disciplinary Ties

In the literature on interdisciplinarity that appeared in the 1970s and 1980s,
interdisciplinarity was usually considered a means to an end, a useful approach
to answering social or technological questions that could not be addressed ad-
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equately by a single discipline. An interdisciplinary strategy, then, might be
the best way to answer a particular question, but interdisciplinarity itself was
not an epistemological imperative. In more recent discussions, particularly
from feminist and postmodernist standpoints, interdisciplinarity is more than a
useful approach, it is a requirement. Disciplinary approaches to research and
teaching result in partial knowledge; interdisciplinarity is therefore the only
possible route to understanding.

A substantial number of faculty who do interdisciplinary work share these
sentiments, yet only a few informants in this study seemed to have moved to a
place beyond discipline. And even these individuals were reluctant to leave
their disciplines behind. Most maintained a disciplinary identity while critiqu-
ing their discipline. For most informants a combination of disciplinary and
interdisciplinary approaches appeared to offer the best of both worlds.

Many informants adhered to the prevalent view that academic disciplines
are important and useful. A jointly appointed sociologist-historian commented
on her continuing interest in “traditional sociological concerns,” remarking
on

class and hierarchical relations in society, relations of domination and sub-
ordination. These are things that are still very much at the center of my
work and they are things that I am not about to let go of. And when I play
around any kind of literary theory or cultural studies, I try very hard not
to lose sight of the material world that constrains people’s everyday lives
and try to make links between how they understand those lives and how
those lives are constrained. To me, that is what is interesting, what is im-
portant. [D1]

She later acknowledged the difficulty of maintaining a legitimate interest in
classically sociological issues in light of the epistemological stances made
popular by cultural studies, an emerging field that is often used as a model of
scholarship by advocates of interdisciplinarity. An associate professor of En-
glish also noted the contrast between her version of interdisciplinarity and that
of faculty in cultural studies.

There is a way in which I still have a completely, 100 percent primary
commitment to literature, which I think makes me different from some
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other people who have sort of crossed over, who have thrown out disci-
plinary stuff altogether and have reimagined themselves as doing some-
thing like cultural studies. I still think of myself as primarily focused on
literature and . . . looking closely at texts and really thinking about them
and thinking about issues of language, issues of interpretation, with a
whole bunch of historical perspectives. That’s absolutely still part of my
intellectual life. [B1]

She was personally satisfied as a result of using the academic strengths she
developed while specializing in literature.

I do think that at this point in my life my strengths are still those that I got
in graduate school, which is to be a close, textual reader with certain kinds
of interpretative skills and I never want to give that up. That’s what’s per-
sonally most rewarding for me, so for me, it’s always going to be a matter
of going back and forth between a commitment to a primary thing and
then other stuff. I don’t see it—for me—I don’t see a kind of completely
breaking down barriers. [B1]

Realizing that she might be perceived as too comfortable with the status quo,
she laughed and hurriedly added, “But I think the university should figure out
a way to break down those barriers.”

The informants quoted above expressed some mild concerns about their
disciplinary commitments. The first worried about being “an old fogy”; the
second about being left behind by “the groovy people” who wrote papers on
cultural studies and presented them at well-attended panels at the annual
Modern Language Association meetings. Neither, however, was willing to
abandon her discipline or its questions. An anthropologist engaged in synthetic
interdisciplinary research linking anthropology and psychology expressed a
similar reluctance to leave his chosen discipline behind:

In some respects I wouldn’t want to leave anthropology because tomorrow
afternoon I might want to do an ethnography. I have long thought about
the kind of ethnography that I would like to do. I don’t see myself doing
experimental studies ten years from now. This is a method and for a range
of questions, and it’s an interesting method, but it’s not necessarily the
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only thing I want to do. In fact the next project that I have been thinking
about is to look at the history of the field of child psychology and look at
the cultural and political issues that shaped its emergence. That has no
scientific side; it’s an entirely interpretative project. [S]

Similarly the associate professor of English wanted to maintain her commit-
ment to that field: “I went into this field because I really love literature and I
still have a kind of fundamental primary commitment to literature. I love
teaching my interdisciplinary courses, but I also would hate it if I could never
teach a class on nineteenth-century poetry” [B1].

Nor did a psychologist whose work I classified as conceptual interdiscipli-
narity believe she was “beyond discipline.” She talked about the “social theo-
rizing” that she did before becoming an academic, before graduate school,
and even before attending college. That framework, she argued, had not
changed. However much she might question purely disciplinary approaches
to her topic, she nonetheless maintained that they offered useful guidelines
and information.

I don’t think I’m beyond discipline . . . this thing that I developed outside
an academic setting is something that I think is really useful for under-
standing the kinds of things that I want to [understand] as an academic.
And that I pick and choose from those things that really help me under-
stand. If they don’t help me understand what I know is out there, then I
just don’t use those things. Having [that] framework also helps me see
when certain types of approaches or certain ways that people ask ques-
tions really are distorting. I tend to incorporate things that open up an-
other piece that I hadn’t thought about in that way. I’ve found in my life
that there really are all these kinds of multiple layers of understanding and
some of it you do, some of it is brought to you through other people, and
as you mature and grow you can see other levels of that. Reading works
that way. Your experiences with people work that way as well. And some-
times what I come in contact through different disciplines opens up a
piece that I had that I really didn’t fully see. [T]

Even informants whose work appeared to me to be primarily interdiscipli-
nary rather than disciplinary appeared reluctant to cast themselves as purely
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interdisciplinary. Many, in fact, noted the lasting impact of their disciplinary
training. Those who tended to pursue synthetic or conceptual interdiscipli-
nary research and teaching were often surprised that despite long and involved
engagements with interdisciplinary scholarship, they were continually cogni-
zant of their disciplinary training and perspectives. Several commented on the
difficulty of breaking through established ways of thinking. An economist with
a twenty-year history of interdisciplinary collaboration admitted:

Probably the more troubling part of it is . . . that when I try to think about
ways in which social change might occur in society and what implications
that has for economics, it still is extraordinarily difficult for me to think in
terms that don’t fall back into the neo-classical paradigm. I am interested
in building a new theory, but all the tools and all the terms that I use as I
talk about building a new theory are neo-classical ones. [W]

Although he had recast himself as an institutionalist, an economist who ar-
gued against the applicability of the neoclassical paradigm for particular soci-
eties, the impact of his disciplinary training endured. A psychologist working
on cognitive science questions argued that virtually all faculty bore the im-
print of their disciplinary training: “Everybody I’ve met in this business shows
the tremendous impact of their own discipline. It’s extremely rare to find some-
body who’s equally facile or views the world equally through two different dis-
ciplinary lenses” [G1]. Despite several excursions into interdisciplinary terri-
tory, he believed that he still approached problems from a psychological
perspective.

In the cognitive science work it was clear, I always maintained a psycho-
logist’s view and I still do, I still do. Part of it is I’m assessing how impor-
tant is this particular problem or claim or whatever from a psychological
point of view, that is, I’m thinking [about] how much in psychology, cog-
nitive psychology, hinges on this? Who will care? Whereas clearly [my
collaborators from other disciplines are] not thinking that way. Then
you develop certain intuitions about what’s important cognitively. I’m the
kind of cognitive psychologist who relies heavily on intuition. Not every-
body’s like that. And maybe I even overdo it, but that’s not something
that’s going to be natural for a medical physicist or systems biologist, to
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rely extensively on their own psychological intuitions. So you know we’ll
be running experiments—and I’m always a subject in my own experi-
ments—and I get ideas about what’s going on. . . . And that might reflect
that psychology’s the first discipline I knew, so that’s what I’m really geared
to. [G1]

Even when faculty moved away from “scientific” methods and toward more
interpretative ones, the influence of scientific training still permeated their
thinking. A sociologist who now concentrated on archival, historical work ex-
plained that her present way of thinking about problems was “sort of sociologi-
cal.”

I still use some of that variable stuff in my head. I play little thought ex-
periments to try to kind of make clear what it is I am trying to explain and
why this explanation works better than that one. And I play thought ex-
periments and that comes straight out of my methodological training in
sociology. [D1]

Despite intentions, informants admitted that they were sometimes unable
to break through traditional disciplinary perspectives. An economist who
taught numerous thematic courses stressing critical thinking observed that fac-
ulty tend to fall back on what they know best, even in a carefully orchestrated
interdisciplinary format.

Those of us who were organizing [the class] were dead set on making sure
that there was continuity in this course and that there was a sense of inte-
gration as we moved from one area to another. The amount of planning
that went on was incredible. We had faculty working with one another.
We had the overstructure in there. The students come in, and it disap-
pears. Pfftt. The faculty came in and did their thing. The geographer did
his weather stuff and the biologist did his biology stuff. The philosopher
did his philosophy stuff. . . . It went right out the window. I think most of
us, even though we say that there are linkages, do what we are comfort-
able doing, that even though the faculty came to these meetings and pre-
pared—and I think they were serious about wanting to do a good job—
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when the actual teaching occurred they did what they were comfortable
doing. They didn’t really become interdisciplinarians. [O]

He argued that a special kind of individual was needed to teach interdiscipli-
nary courses, an individual who was not afraid to step into unfamiliar territory
with students.

Those of us who were involved in organizing it said, “Well, that was a nice
attempt. There certainly was some gain. But we’re not going to repeat this
again. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to take two or three faculty
who are really serious about willing to subject themselves to the challenge
of a different way of thinking, be open with the students about not know-
ing everything.” . . . I should have known better: when you bring a group
of experts into a classroom, it’s not going to work. I thought we could over-
come that. We didn’t. [O]

These informants may have encountered what Dewey (1916/1966) called
habits. Habits, for Dewey, were attitudes, inclinations, predispositions, and
preferences. They are the means by which individuals encounter and make
sense of the world (Cuffaro 1995). Kestenbaum (1977) argued that “in Dewey’s
terms . . . to have a paradigm is to have a habit” (p. 4). For Margolis (1993)
habits of mind are comfortable, entrenched ways of thinking that are so sec-
ond nature to individuals that they are virtually subconscious. Although
Margolis’s habits of mind are not necessarily synonymous with disciplinary
paradigms, disciplinary ways of viewing the world often take on the character-
istics of habits of mind. Dewey and Margolis both explain, through their re-
spective concepts, why commonly accepted disciplinary ideas might be con-
fusing to individuals outside the discipline. Dewey (1916) noted that although
habits can be active, they can also become fixed and passive and can “possess
us instead of our possessing them” (p. 49). Focusing specifically on scholarly
habits of mind, Margolis commented,

since habits of mind are intimately tied to communication, the people we
communicate with freely—all the more so on some scientific or otherwise
technical issue that exploits concepts and arguments far from ordinary dis-
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course—are people who share specialized habits of mind with us, and
hence, as we say, see things the way we do. “Talking past each other” yields
the converse case. All this makes habits of mind even more likely to be
socially shared than (say) styles in a physical activity, like skiing, and harder
to escape. Incompatible habits of mind block communication, easily evoke
resentment and distaste and frustration, all of which would tend to rein-
force a natural propensity toward coordination of habits across individuals
and make breaking with socially shared habits of mind harder than break-
ing with socially shared physical habits.” (pp. 17–18)

Both Margolis and Dewey argued that habits are detrimental when they pre-
vent individuals from seeing phenomena or problems from different perspec-
tives. Dewey was concerned with habits when they “put an end to plasticity
. . . to the power to vary and to change, to see and respond with freshness”
(Cuffaro 1995, p. 20); Margolis found habits of mind problematic when they
precluded perspectives that might advance thinking or result in a break-
through.

Disciplinarity may be a habit of mind, an embedded way of seeing the
world that can promote understanding at one time, preclude it at another.
Interdisciplinary research and teaching require that faculty break habits of
mind in order to gain a new perspective on an issue or phenomenon. For some
faculty this may be both difficult and unconscionable. Others find it exhilarat-
ing—and necessary.

For some informants the need to maintain disciplinary associations or to
return to disciplinary research and teaching after excursions into interdiscipli-
narity appeared to be a reaction to immersion in interdisciplinary scholarship.
An associate professor of Romance languages and women’s studies pondered
the question of what to do next:

I have this set of projects that, if ever I had the time, I would do. And I
don’t know whether I will ever do them or not. But some of them, now
that I think about it, would very much not be interdisciplinary in the sense
that I am talking about. . . . So where is my future work going to go? I
don’t know. I think I will go back to the novel. [K]
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An associate professor of English who was currently directing a women’s stud-
ies program made a similar prediction: “I will tell you that having been in this
job for three years and doing these interdisciplinary projects, my next book is
definitely going to be on a literary work! I miss it. I definitely miss it” [C].

Such comments about returning to disciplinary work could be interpreted
as a desire for the “simplicity” of disciplinary work. The complicated nature of
interdisciplinary work, the uncertainty involved with working outside one’s dis-
cipline, and the time and effort involved in interdisciplinary scholarship
seemed to leave some informants yearning for more-bounded research and
teaching projects. For some informants, however, scholarly interests dictated
the research or teaching approach chosen. Some questions simply do not re-
quire an interdisciplinary strategy.

Several informants combined interdisciplinary and disciplinary agendas.
A political scientist pursued two research tracks—one that reflected the disci-
plinary interests that she developed in graduate school, the other an interdisci-
plinary interest stimulated by a recent teaching experience. For her the disci-
plinary line of research was a safety net—rewarding from an institutional and
professional standpoint, if not a personal one.

My traditional area of research, which will continue throughout my ca-
reer, is on the amending clause of the constitution which just plays a very
minor role in my teaching. It also reflects kind of a former self. It’s this
thing I was very interested in when I was in graduate school and I ended
up doing my dissertation on it. New issues regarding amending the consti-
tution come up all the time, so it’s an area where I can produce work and
I intend to continue. I like it still. [I]

She preferred, however, her more recent work in the area of critical race
theory, which grew out of an invitation to teach a class for the black studies
program at her college. She discussed

this other area that is more challenging, interesting. It’s more expansive
now in terms of personal growth. So that’s what I am doing. . . . I am really
retooling . . . so that I can begin to write in the area that I have become
interested in. [I]
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An economist also pursued both interdisciplinary and disciplinary inter-
ests but did not appear to prefer one more than the other. In fact he noted how
these interests were, after a number of years, beginning to mesh and form a
more cohesive research program.

I have two or three tracks of research going on for a long while. One of the
tracks is the things that I have been doing with [a colleague at the same
college], and that goes back eighteen or nineteen years. We are working
on another book now. We have been pretty consistent in that what we
have been looking at is how we can use this language, this modified theory
we get by putting liberation theology and economics together to explain
how change occurs. . . . [Another colleague] and I are [now] working on
environmental issues and we are trying to address the same question: how
can we use the kind of marriage of theology and economics to understand
more effectively questions of environment and social change associated
with building sustainable environments. That happens to connect with
another strain of research that I have been on for a quite a while which is
environmental research. A colleague who is out on the West Coast and I
have been working together for seven or eight years on issues of sustain-
ability. . . . So, those two threads—my interdisciplinary thread over here
and my clearly disciplinary thread over here—are now kind of connected.
The things that I’ve been doing with [one colleague] are spilling over into
the research that I am doing with [another colleague] and the things that
I am doing with him are spilling over to the research I am doing with [yet
another colleague]. [W]

The lengthy engagement of this informant in both interdisciplinary and
disciplinary research and the linkages that he now sees between these tracks
demonstrate that faculty do not have to abandon disciplinary teaching or re-
search to do interdisciplinary scholarship. Nor may they wish to do so. Intel-
lectual stimulation and satisfaction result from following those questions, what-
ever type of question they may be, that most interest the individual.
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Challenging Disciplinary Beliefs

Informants who primarily pursued synthetic or conceptual interdiscipli-
nary scholarship—rather than disciplinary, transdisciplinary, or informed dis-
ciplinary teaching and research—were most troubled by the question of their
relationship to their home discipline. In particular, individuals with ties to
women’s studies focused on the challenges that interdisciplinarity posed to
their disciplinary knowledge and training and noted epistemological or onto-
logical changes that they experienced as a result of embracing interdisciplinar-
ity.

Two professors of economics reflected on their current thinking about
their disciplines; mathematical models seemed particularly troublesome:

There is no question about the fact that it was getting involved in women’s
studies that led me to question the kinds of things that economists do. You
get very indoctrinated in graduate school. The academic structure and
the reward structure make it pay off to follow that same straight and nar-
row path. I am not saying that I would still be the dutiful neoclassical
economist with the mathematical models if it hadn’t been for my involve-
ment with women’s studies, but that has certainly moved the process along
a lot more rapidly than it would have otherwise. [G]

I guess I’m defining economics more broadly. I may not have a math-
ematical model to describe what I’m doing, but I’m still looking at the
cost and the constraints, which to me are the basic parameters or the basic
focus of economics. . . . What economists will say is economics [is] those
things that you can see and measure on the marketplace. But there are
other kinds of markets. Marriage markets, power markets, where some-
thing is exchanged and people exchange those things in a way that they’re
maximizing some kind of utility or they’re doing it for their own gain. [B]

Other informants also questioned established disciplinary perspectives. An
English professor who was also heavily involved in women’s studies found new
ways of understanding and interpreting literature as a result of exposure to
interdisciplinary approaches such as cultural studies: “I do think my thinking
has changed in terms of what are the interesting, and I think important, ways
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to read a literary work. There’s definitely the context of the culture as a whole”
[C]. She also admitted that she now looked more critically at her discipline as
a result of her association with women’s studies.

I really never thought about different disciplines and how they might con-
struct things differently, what our discipline included and what it deliber-
ately excluded in order to be itself, but I do think much more deliberately
in those terms now. Maybe because women’s studies is not only composed
of so many disciplines but is a kind of orphan, you know, a little orphan
out here that is vulnerable and that people tend to try and attack in disci-
plinary terms. [C]

An associate professor of philosophy who also taught women’s studies ex-
perienced some profound changes in her view of her discipline: “I have a hard
time saying anymore what philosophy is because the old answers just don’t
seem to work” [J]. She criticized traditional modes of philosophical inquiry:

I don’t think there’s anything such as the scientific method that we all
learned in grade school. I think the philosophical method is similarly a
mythic structure. If there’s something in there operating that big machine,
it’s not what it was alleged to be. . . . When I think about keeping one’s
brain fully engaged—I mean, I’ll settle for that—having the reflective criti-
cal posture, being able to look at the foundations of knowledge rather than
comforting myself with postulates and axioms, and see what comes out of
it. [J]

She asked if philosophy could no longer be defined by its method, what was it?
Unwilling to offer a pat answer, she suggested that blurring the discipline’s
boundaries, not defining them, was the best alternative.

To me the philosophers are the ones who are still thinking about these
questions—who haven’t accepted a disciplinary boundary, who refuse to
take the settled things, whatever that may be in the timeframe, uncritically
and unreflectively—and are trying to put together the various knowledges
and the various methodologies in a way that supports human flourishing.
You know, that’s the only definition I can offer to my students. It’s not
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clear that that distinguishes us from a lot of other activities, but I think
that’s the good news rather than the bad news. [J]

Methodology and epistemology were also at the center of a psychologist’s quar-
rel with psychology—for that matter with most social science disciplines.

The big picture, which I don’t usually tell people, is that I think that I
have a responsibility and an obligation to contribute to the telling of sto-
ries about black life and black history. So one aspect of that that I’ve chose
to focus on is people’s family lives—and I really do see research as just an
extension of story telling—so I feel like I have this responsibility to add
this sort of type of perspective or vision. And because I see it as partly
storytelling, I want to tell a really comprehensive, integrated, and coher-
ent story about people’s experiences. This is not like a perspective that
people who see themselves as social scientists have. [T]

It is sometimes difficult to say whether interdisciplinarity is the cause or
the effect in these cases. Questioning disciplinary methods often leads to solu-
tions based on interdisciplinarity, but exposure to interdisciplinarity can also
challenge one’s ideas about the “right” way to approach a problem or ques-
tion. Some faculty, for example, the economist who attributed changes in her
ways of thinking about economics to her involvement in women’s studies, sug-
gest a clear pattern of cause and effect; others may have difficulty deciding
which came first in this chicken-and-egg issue. Whatever the case, it is clear
that intense interdisciplinary activity is often associated with intense reflection
on disciplinary tenets and, at times, results in changes in disciplinary perspec-
tives. This association was indirectly but vividly demonstrated by the number
of informants who sprinkled their interviews with comments about problems
of objectivity, generalizability, universality, and truth—constructs that have
been destabilized by epistemological challenges from proponents of critical
theory, postmodernism, feminism, and alternative research methods.

A Question of Identity

During their interviews many informants reflected on the question of dis-
ciplinary identity. Some, typically those who pursued interdisciplinary activi-
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ties that did not call into question fundamental tenets of their disciplines, were
able to maintain a disciplinary identity without difficulty. These individuals
did not make an epistemological or ontological shift to participate in interdis-
ciplinary projects. Other informants, however, experienced varying degrees of
discomfort as a result of incongruities they sensed between their interdiscipli-
nary and disciplinary scholarship. For individuals who were bothered by their
inability to reconcile traditional disciplinary tenets and perspectives with inter-
disciplinarity, epistemological and ontological shifts resulted in new ways of
thinking about knowledge, about their professional identity, and about research
and teaching commitments.

The desire to maintain a disciplinary identity was quite strong among in-
formants. Even individuals who worked in modes that required the most inter-
disciplinary movement, such as conceptual interdisciplinarity and transdisci-
plinarity, considered themselves to be members in good standing in their
disciplines. They were able to maintain this disciplinary identity because they
believed that their interdisciplinary scholarship did not challenge the founda-
tions or methods of their home disciplines—as they perceived them. And since
it is possible to do interdisciplinary work that is consistent with a variety of
paradigms, an anthropologist who worked in cognitive science was still able to
consider himself an anthropologist “even though I have, by design, focused
my empirical work outside of anthropology. . . . I still see myself as deeply
rooted in anthropology as a member of the anthropology department” [S].
Contrasting his work to that of traditional psychological anthropologists, he
revealed the consistency between his epistemological stance and positivistic
approaches to anthropology and psychology in his search for universal cogni-
tions.

I’m not a very typical psychological anthropologist. They often try to show
how culture produces certain specific psychological effects and that it as-
sociates cultural variation with significant and real variation in the nature
of the psyche. My concern is much more universalist. I don’t deny that
there are fundamental differences in our thought, depending on the cul-
tural context in which we do that thinking. It’s patently obvious that if we
go to Java, they’re thinking about the world differently than if we go to
Cincinnati, but it doesn’t follow from that their fundamental cognitions
are different and I am more concerned with showing how those funda-
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mental cognitions are similar than I am with showing how they might
differ. [S]

Similarly a biologist was able to maintain her disciplinary identity because
she found a way to define her current interdisciplinary methods as consistent
with her scientific predilections. Speaking of a biography she was writing, she
commented:

what I was doing initially was real science. I was developing hypotheses
about what kinds of facts might exist and where I would find them. And
then testing those hypotheses and then revising hypotheses and trying to
imagine what kind of man he was and then looking for evidence. So I was
conscious, I was very aware, when I first started working on it that “Hey,
this is science.” I’m just working with archives instead of plants and little
plots in the field. [A1]

In a later conversation she iterated the connections she perceived between
biography and botany: “Science is narrative. Science is telling a story. That’s
what makes sense. It’s not the facts, but how you string them together to tell a
story that makes the science.” She attributed her deep interest in her subject
matter to her decision to focus on topics, disciplinary or interdisciplinary, that
were closely aligned with her field.

I think I identify myself as a biologist. There is something in the core of
me that is that and that I want to develop. . . . I think what keeps me from
becoming someone else, what keeps me in a biology department or at
least brought me back from women’s studies, maybe, into environmental
studies . . . [is that] as a botanist being involved in women’s studies, there’s
not a direct link, it’s much more abstract. It’s questions of how we know
what we know and how knowledge is shaped and all that but it’s not di-
rectly related to the subject matter whereas environmental studies is. As a
plant ecologist I have something from within my discipline to directly of-
fer. So I’m working much closer to home in terms of interdisciplinary
work. And I think that’s because I know that there is this essence of me
that is a biologist that I want to satisfy. [A1]
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Although this informant was undoubtedly sincere in her desire to nurture
the biologist inside, her move from women’s studies may be motivated by more
than subject matter. When the first women’s studies programs were founded
in the 1970s and 1980s, this biologist was actively involved in first creating a
program, then designing a major in women’s studies for her institution. Since
then feminist disciplinary critiques have developed into more searching epis-
temological inquiries that often indict scientific disciplines for their assump-
tions about objectivity and truth. Scientists with traditional teaching and re-
search concerns may therefore find today’s women’s studies programs less
hospitable and comfortable than in the past. This informant admitted that al-
though she still found the idea of a “meta-look at disciplines” attractive, for her
the feminist critique of knowledge was no longer compelling.

Some informants were able to reconfigure their thinking and remain
within their discipline. The economist who discussed his rejection of neoclas-
sical economic models was able to maintain his disciplinary identity by rede-
fining himself as an institutionalist. At first he was concerned that his ideas
might alienate him from the disciplinary community, from those he called
colleagues. Eventually he found a refuge with a small minority of like-minded
economists who also challenged the prevailing paradigm.

I said to myself, “Gee, am I no longer an economist because I am inter-
ested in these questions?” I suspect that is one of the reasons that I wanted
to keep teaching macroeconomic theories: [to] keep there at the cen-
ter. . . . There was that fear of what will my colleagues think of this. . . .
Basically, would I somehow become a pariah and no longer respected in
the discipline? I learned after a while that there is a critical mass of people
like me out there who are challenging the existing paradigm from a lot of
different directions. . . . It took a while to get to the point where I realized
that all those groups were out there, and there were some people who
were well respected, and that I could continue to be well respected as an
economist even if I was out on the fringes. [W]

For another informant timing was the key to maintaining a disciplinary
identity. His interests were reflected in a growing disciplinary trend.
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I’ve been fortunate in that the interdisciplinary directions I’ve gotten in-
terested in, the fields moved in that direction. So if I started to look a little
bit less like a cognitive psychologist because of spending so much time
worrying about relationships of cognition to brain, fortunately for me, the
field’s moving in that direction. So I don’t look too deviant. [G1]

Another anthropologist who embraced interdisciplinarity in graduate
school was able to do conceptual interdisciplinary work, teach sociology in a
merged sociology/anthropology department, and still feel like an anthropolo-
gist.

When I first came here it was just a sociology department. The adminis-
tration had taken one of the soc tenure tracks and said make it anthropol-
ogy, so I came. . . . Now we have three anthropologists currently on the
staff. . . . I still think that it certainly has left its mark on me: I did interdis-
ciplinary teaching within my own department because I had soc and
anthro students. . . . [But] there is a different perspective to the world in
sociology and no matter how much we as a department are trying to mask
that difference to make us work as colleagues, there is a different base of
theory, of literature. I’m learning more about the sociology. That’s not a
problem, it’s very interesting. I’m still an anthropologist. [M]

Having established earlier that her version of anthropology had always been
interdisciplinary, she was able to combine these activities in ways that she
deemed intellectually consistent.

Writing of interdisciplinarity and the annexation of disciplines, Fish (1994)
asked whether “the practice of importing into one’s own practice the machin-
ery of other practices operates to relax the constraints of one’s practice” (p.
239). He argued that it did not: “terms and distinctions could arrive intact in
the passage from one discipline to another only if they had some form inde-
pendent of the disciplines in whose practices they first became visible” (p. 239).
However, since terms and distinctions are socially constructed, they will al-
ways “be relative to the socially constructed activity that . . . made them its
own” (p. 239). The moment something is imported into a practice, it is “al-
ready marked” by the discourse it supposedly opens; it is assimilated in terms
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that the practice recognizes. Fish’s observations seem to describe aptly the
manner in which many informants pursued interdisciplinarity. No matter how
frequent the invocation of other disciplinary methods or information, the ex-
isting disciplinary beliefs were unscathed because new methods, ideas, or di-
rections were conceptualized as intellectually consistent. These informants
pursued interdisciplinary scholarship in ways that allowed them to preserve
their epistemologies or ontologies; their disciplinary identities were not com-
promised.

While Fish’s notion of uncontaminated transfer is useful in considering
how methods, concepts, or beliefs are borrowed among disciplines, this sce-
nario is harder to abide when the “terms and distinctions” are feminist, post-
structuralist, or postmodern critiques. The interdisciplinary nature of these
forms of critique precludes importing anything into another discipline; rather
the critique itself reconfigures the spaces in which feminists, poststructuralists,
and postmodernists construct their research and teaching.

Some informants, confronted with the incommensurate nature of disci-
plinary and interdisciplinary perspectives, therefore revised their disciplinary,
epistemological, and ontological commitments. When interdisciplinary re-
search and teaching required ontological shifts, informants found it more dif-
ficult to identify with their discipline. A few created composite identities that
included all the disciplines or fields in which they explored. The director of a
black studies program who held divinity and sociology degrees expressed his
preferences.

I am uncomfortable, for instance, if I am introduced to a bunch of people
as a sociologist, or introduced as a theologian, or even introduced as sim-
ply as a director of a black studies program. I would rather be known by
the composite of those identities rather than one. [U]

A political scientist who taught in two interdisciplinary programs adopted a
multiple identities as her teaching in women’s studies and black studies be-
came increasingly important to her. “I now identify myself around campus . . .
as being in the political science department, the women’s studies program,
and the black studies program. So I feel that I have become increasingly more
interdisciplinary in that regard” [I].

Other informants also dissatisfied with the usual labels implied that they
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were more than disciplinarians but did not see themselves as disciplinary com-
posites. A professor of Romance languages suggested that colleagues tended to
see her work as focused on literature: “I think there are plenty of people who if
asked what I do, would say, “Well, she writes about women writers.” And they
would see me as a literature person, a person who is a literary critic” [N]. She
did not, however, view herself that way: “I don’t think of myself as a literature
person who only does literature. I’ve never thought of myself that way” [N].
Rather, she argued, her work was much more akin to what today is called cul-
tural studies, despite her dismay that the true roots of this field had been for-
gotten or ignored.

I’m a little bit amused that today the new term is cultural studies and it
seems to be emanating out of the English departments, when in my view,
[it’s been] people in the languages and literature departments who have
been genuinely interested in the historical groundings of culture and the
way that our history and our architecture and political events all intercon-
nect with literary production. . . [N]

An anthropologist who described her own work as “increasingly archival,
increasingly historical” wondered how colleagues defined her. They did not,
she believed, consider her a typical anthropologist because her interests were
so interdisciplinary.

It’s funny how I’m received—sometimes as an historian, sometimes as an
anthropologist, sometimes as a social theorist. I was just invited to be a
speaker for a gender studies conference. I gave the keynote lecture at a
conference on imperialism. This is not to tell you how wonderful I am, I
am trying to give you a sense of the interdisciplinarity. I have been double-
billed to talk on nationalism with a political scientist who does anthropo-
logical work. I’m going to do a piece on sexual theory next month at an-
other institution. The audiences are very, very different. Sometimes it’s a
gender audience, sometimes it’s a colonial audience, sometimes it’s a race
audience, postmodern theory. . . [H1]

She did not think of herself solely as an anthropologist, but neither was she
comfortable thinking of herself as a historian.



creating interdiscipl inarity238

I don’t identify myself completely as an anthropologist. But I know that
when historians read my stuff, it looks really different to them. It’s certain
kinds of disciplinary conventions that I do not subscribe to. It’s what I
have to do in order to marshal certain kinds of evidence or the claims I
am willing to make are broader than a lot of historians would make. I’m
willing to do work that draws on different areas without it being compara-
tive in a very localized sense, which is not the sort of history thing to do. I
identified myself as an anthropologist when I was younger, but it was al-
ways, “I’m a Marxist anthropologist,” “I’m a feminist anthropologist.” And
those words that would identify a critique in some ways of the discipline
itself. [H1]

But, she argued, the critique of the disciplines was not the defining aspect of
her work. A conceptual interdisciplinary thinker, she found excitement in
speaking to different audiences and in making connections between disciplines
in scholarship. “Forget the disciplinary crap,” she exclaimed, “it’s the ques-
tions they’re asking” that are important.

A sociologist who successfully combined sociological and historical work
described her love of historical work and the nagging sense that she was not
really a sociologist.

As an undergraduate, I loved history. As a junior high school student, I
loved history. As a high school student, I loved history. And somehow I
ended up in sociology. And I sort of know how that happened, but—and it
wasn’t like I was carrying around this thing about history all this time. I
really got into sociology and I really thought that was who I was and what
I wanted to do, but I think I was never real comfortable with it. I was never
really comfortable with a lot of the methods in sociology. A lot of the train-
ing and a lot of the theory is great, but I just really love being in the ar-
chives. [D1]

Her joint appointment in history and sociology spared her the decision of hav-
ing to choose a single identity.

An economist learned too late that he had more in common with col-
leagues in other social science disciplines than most other economists. His
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interdisciplinary work emphasized that difference, but it also provided an op-
portunity to pursue a broader range of interests.

I [once] worked with a fellow in sociology who is a Marxist sociologist. We
taught together a course on capitalism and socialism. One of the most
powerful things that taught me is that I consider myself a social scientist.
And the more we worked together, the more I realized the way he trained
and the way I was trained were dramatically different. Economists’ train-
ing is very narrow and focused and much more quantitative. Whereas the
sociologist, the historian—the breath of their reading is typically much,
much greater than what we [economists] have. I just kind of, again it was
maybe some of my naïveté; I think I should have known that. [O]

Informants whose interdisciplinary work distanced them from traditional
disciplinary philosophies and methods questioned whether they could still call
their departments and their disciplines their intellectual homes. Often they
talked about not fitting in as well as they once did.

To some extent I don’t fit in the political science department. It’s part of
why I do interdisciplinary work, because I am really not interested in kind
of pursuing the same theories or taking the central paradigm in the disci-
pline and seeing how it fits in all these different situations. That’s just not
interesting to me at all. So my interest is kind of in learning the new stuff
that I need to learn in order to make sense of the world that I am observ-
ing and participating in. [L]

There are some ways in which I see increasingly that I don’t fit particu-
larly well in economics and there are some levels on which that bothers
me a great deal. [G]

Neither of these informants, however, considered their ability to teach stu-
dents to be compromised by their critical stance toward their discipline. The
ability to teach students, the political scientist suggested, allowed her to main-
tain at least a marginal relationship with her home discipline.
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It’s easier to say where I fit in as a teacher rather than a researcher at this
point because in the courses I teach we go through the standard theories
of decision making, which I still think are important for people to under-
stand. They’re not important for my research because I understand them,
but they’re important for the students. [G]

The economist also believed that students needed exposure to fundamental
theories, if only so that they might question them. Her job was to encourage a
healthy skepticism.

[Feeling like I don’t fit in] does not mean however that when I go into a
classroom I say all this theory stuff is a bunch of crap because I don’t be-
lieve that that’s true. I think theory is useful and that tests of that theory are
useful to the extent that they can help people solve problems because a lot
of problems, most problems, have an economic dimension even if they
are not primarily economic in nature. I think there are lots of interesting
questions that can be answered with basic theory, basic theory, the kind of
stuff that I would teach in a course like macroeconomics or even intro
level. There are models of the economy that are useful as long as you
don’t regard them as the truth with a capital T. So to that extent I think
that it is still important for me to teach the kinds of things that I teach in
my standard courses. [G]

Commenting on the discomfort that her situation produced, this informant
later commented, “I would like to think that I could fit better in a discipline
that was transformed from what it is right now.”

Other informants seemed to find safety, if not comfort, in numbers. A psy-
chologist whose scholarly work was entirely interdisciplinary found a home in
a large university department. Psychologists with different specialties were
housed in different buildings and often did not know each other.

Because it’s a very large department, it’s been somewhat comfortable to
be a person who doesn’t really fit in psychology. . . . People are often try-
ing to figure out why a psychologist is doing work on early-twentieth-cen-
tury black families. My whole kind of graduate and academic life has been
really a matter of not really fitting, period. [T]
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An economist argued that the size of his discipline and the number of special-
ties and rarefied topics created a large number of specialty enclaves. Only a
very few, highly visible economists were recognized by all.

Given how segmented disciplines are now, there are some domains of eco-
nomics that I belong to and write and contribute to and they know I exist
but the discipline in the main is so big that very few people are recognized
as existing. So everybody is marginal within a discipline that’s that large
and that specialized. Although some people are much more active politi-
cally and therefore much more noticeable. [F]

A professor with strong interdisciplinary leanings seemed to sum up the
feelings of many of the informants whose interdisciplinary scholarship chal-
lenged disciplinary paradigms. They were neither disciplinary nor completely
beyond discipline. The indeterminate place they occupied could be exciting
at times but also lonely. They hoped to maintain disciplinary ties but often
found those ties too confining. Her admission about her place in the academic
world gave evidence of the contradictions often associated with interdiscipli-
narity: “So I am saying, yes, I think I fit in. And yes I still have that sensation
periodically of not ever being quite content anywhere” [K].

Outcomes of Interdisciplinary Teaching and Research

For many the outcomes of interdisciplinary scholarship are the same as
those of disciplinary scholarship. Interdisciplinary activities led to conference
presentations and papers, journal articles, monographs, and books. Some were
hired, promoted, and tenured on the basis of their interdisciplinary scholarly
output. In addition informants learned as they pursued interdisciplinary top-
ics, just as they did when they explored new disciplinary territory.

Many of the informants who pursued interdisciplinary topics did so occa-
sionally, simultaneously, or alternately with disciplinary projects. Many talked
about the enduring impact of their disciplinary training on their thinking, even
when they were doing interdisciplinary research or teaching. The key to main-
taining a disciplinary identity was to pursue interdisciplinary activities that were
consistent with the preferred paradigms and epistemologies.

Only when interdisciplinary scholarship challenged disciplinary tenets
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and methods did it result in outcomes that one would not expect to result from
disciplinary work. When interdisciplinary thinking was associated with larger
epistemological questions of objectivity, truth, and empiricism, it often led in-
formants to question their disciplinary ties. For this reason informants whose
scholarship was influenced by postmodern, feminist, and critical theory were
more likely than other informants who did interdisciplinary work to wonder
where they belonged.

In Academic Tribes and Territories (1990), Tony Becher argued that the
central source of faculty identity is the discipline. Consistent with views of the
disciplines as cultures, this statement is rarely challenged. Although the disci-
pline may be the source of professional, and perhaps even personal, identity
for many or most faculty, faculty are increasingly critiquing disciplinary knowl-
edge and consequently their right or their willingness to be considered disci-
plinarians. It may be that ontology and epistemology, not simply discipline,
determine where we hang our intellectual hats.
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Chapter

Realizing
Interdisciplinarity

8
The early literature on interdisciplinarity would depress
even the most successful interdisciplinarian, with its relent-
less emphasis on the barriers to interdisciplinary scholar-
ship: unfavorable reward structures, biased faculty, unin-
formed administrators. Julie Thompson Klein synthesized
this literature in her 1990 book, Interdisciplinarity: History,
Theory, and Practice. Struck by the boundary rhetoric, she
offered a litany of geopolitical metaphors—taken directly
from the literature on interdisciplinarity—that create the
impression that academic disciplines are foreign territories
and interdisciplinarians, hapless trespassers. Commenting
on “the inevitable paradox”—that even our vocabulary pre-
disposes us to talk about interdisciplinarity in terms of
disciplinarity, Klein specifically captured the problem; she
noted that most discussions of interdisciplinarity center on
disciplines or, more aptly, on the disciplinary boundaries
that define the content of the discipline and its methods
(pp. 77–78). More recent treatments of interdisciplinarity
have remedied some of the shortcomings of the early litera-
ture by including interdisciplinary teaching (for example,
Davis 1995) and interdisciplinary research in the social sci-
ences and humanities (for example, Klein 1996, Salter and
Hearn 1995). Even the metaphors have changed. In a later
book Klein (1996) shifted her gaze, looking less intently at
how disciplinary boundaries divide and differentiate, to how
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they are crossed, blurred, and deconstructed.* Since the mid twentieth cen-
tury, she argued, there has been a escalation of cross-disciplinary activities,
even in hard disciplines such as physics (Klein 1993).

Softening Disciplinary Lines

The early literature on interdisciplinarity focused on the scientific disci-
plines, assuming these were exemplars for disciplines in general. Since disci-
plinary boundaries are more clearly drawn in the sciences, where content ar-
eas and methods are clearly defined, the image of fortified borders solidified.
This imagery disguises the tentative nature of disciplinary boundaries that are,
after all, products of human imagination. While there is clearly some degree
of consensus among the members of disciplinary communities about what their
fields include and exclude, there is also likely to be disagreement on particu-
lars. Leo Apostel, a philosopher writing about interdisciplinarity, reminded his
readers that

A discipline does not exist. A science does not exist. There are personas and
groups practicing the same science or the same disciplines. Our main prob-
lem is:
a) that the inputs to all members, or groups of members of the same

discipline are certainly not identical;
b) that the work they do is not the same;
c) that the conceptual models or instruments they produce are not iden-

tical;
d) that their interlanguage is not the same for all interlocutors; and
e) that the pedagogical procedures are not identical either. (emphasis in

original; Apostel 1972, p. 147)

The informants in this study clearly demonstrated that even scientific dis-
ciplines are subject to individual interpretation. What one informant consid-
ered biology another did not. What was defined as disciplinary by some was

*Klein traced the idea of blurring disciplinary boundaries to the often quoted essay by Clifford
Geertz, entitled “Blurred Genres,” in which Geertz highlighted the ways in which analogies
from the humanities were increasingly used in sociological and anthropological texts.
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classified as interdisciplinary by others. The vagaries of personal constructions
of disciplines and interdisciplinarity are compounded by changes within the
disciplines themselves. As knowledge expands so do disciplines. Occasionally
subfields become vestigial appendixes. Any discussion of interdisciplinarity
therefore must begin with the acknowledgment that there is nothing perma-
nent about the disciplines. They serve as epistemological corrals of concepts,
theories, and methods linked by specialized languages, but they are, above all,
social groupings that make and break their own rules of scholarship. As Klein
wrote: “If there is an undisputed truth about disciplinarity, it is that disciplines
change . . . “ (1993, p. 186). Although he favors collectivist metaphors such as
“tribes,” “cultures,” and “territories,” Becher (1989) also acknowledges that dis-
ciplines are a troublesome unit of analysis.

When one begins to look closely into their epistemological structures, it
becomes apparent that most of them embrace a wide range of subspecial-
isms, some with one set of features and others with others. There is no
single method of enquiry, no standard verification procedure, no defini-
tive set of concepts which uniquely characterizes each particular disci-
pline. (p. 43)

In describing their interdisciplinary research and teaching, the informants
in this study implicitly defined interdisciplinary scholarship. These definitions
varied considerably as is evident in the categories of the typology of interdisci-
plinary scholarship presented in chapter 4. As should be expected, informants’
perceptions of interdisciplinarity were related to their perceptions of their dis-
cipline. For example, a few informants framed an argument in which scholar-
ship must cross paradigms, as well as disciplines, in order to be interdiscipli-
nary. Disciplinary habits of mind also colored impressions of interdisciplinarity,
and informants’ conscious or unconscious commitments to disciplinary con-
ventions of rigor, depth, and specialization led them to approximate these in
their interdisciplinary scholarship.

Rethinking Integration

Most definitions and categorizations of interdisciplinary work focus on the
level of integration of the disciplines involved. The most commonly accepted
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distinctions—multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary—main-
tain this emphasis (Newell 1998). These distinctions, perhaps because they are
largely theoretical in nature, are difficult to apply to real projects. Researchers
have difficulty determining a good method for measuring the integration of
disciplinary perspectives or components. They disagree on whether processes
or outcomes should be assessed to measure integration. It is unclear how much
integration is enough integration to qualify as interdisciplinarity. Although
scholars have circled around the question of integration for years, they have
avoided asking the obvious question: is this conceptualization of interdiscipli-
nary work accurate?

A definition of interdisciplinarity as integration is suitable for some schol-
arship conducted within a positivist paradigm. Integration results when two or
more disciplines are combined in such a way that they become seamless, the
individual contributions invisible. Differences are subsumed so that general-
ized statements can be made about phenomena. Epistemologies that value
difference, however, may reject integration as the goal of interdisciplinarity if
it requires ignoring difference, conflict, or contradictions because such actions
belie the reality and complexity of phenomenon. In a positivistic model, unre-
solved conflict and contradiction suggest failure. In postpositivistic stances dif-
ference, conflict, and contradiction are required because of the plural nature
of reality. Furthermore all work done within a positivist paradigm is not easily
described as integrated. Some forms of interdisciplinarity, such as transdisci-
plinarity, for example, are often conducted in positivist paradigms but are more
concerned with transcending disciplines than integrating them. My solution
to the difficulty presented by the concept of integration was to look elsewhere
for defining characteristics of interdisciplinarity.

Focusing on the questions that motivated interdisciplinary scholarship, I
classified interdisciplinary research and teaching into four broad categories:
informed disciplinarity; synthetic interdisciplinarity; transdisciplinarity; and
conceptual interdisciplinarity. Informed disciplinary research and teaching call
upon other disciplines to illuminate a disciplinary question. To achieve in-
formed disciplinarity, some faculty infused their disciplinary courses with ex-
amples from a variety of disciplines; others were more selective and used fewer
examples or contributions from other disciplines. Although many informants
using this form of interdisciplinarity professed to the belief that interdiscipli-
nary scholarship required integration of disciplinary perspectives, their descrip-
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tions of their scholarship suggest that they applied this requirement more rig-
orously to research than to teaching. In the classroom the simple presence of
another disciplinary perspective or the teaming of faculty from different disci-
plines was often considered evidence of interdisciplinarity, regardless of
whether disciplinary perspectives were integrated or presented as separate or
conflicting. In contrast informants suggested that interdisciplinary research
required a greater depth of understanding of other disciplines or a greater de-
gree of integration than did interdisciplinary teaching.

Synthetic interdisciplinarity combines theories, concepts, and/or methods
from different disciplines. It is often a simple matter to determine which com-
ponents of the compound come from which discipline, whether one, both, or
all of the disciplines involved have a strong paradigm that dictates content and
methods. But the identifiable nature of the components is simply a marker of
synthetic interdisciplinarity; the reason we are able to distinguish the disci-
plines at work in synthetic interdisciplinarity is that clearly bounded content
areas and distinctive methods define them. Furthermore the questions asked
in synthetic interdisciplinarity tend to delimit the types of connections that are
made between and among the involved disciplines because they specify a con-
tent area and, often, the method of inquiry to be used.

Synthetic interdisciplinarity provides an opportunity to witness the nego-
tiation between or among competing paradigms. Informants who pursued syn-
thetic interdisciplinary questions usually combined scientific disciplines char-
acterized by strong paradigms—for example, zoology and experimental
psychology. A few, however, described research that crossed paradigms, that is,
they combined a discipline with a scientific paradigm with a discipline with an
interpretative paradigm. In at least one of these cases, the informant’s disci-
plinary commitments were tested as the scientific paradigm was reconfigured
so that information from the interpretative paradigm discipline could be uti-
lized.

In contrast to synthetic interdisciplinarity, which highlights the contribu-
tions of disciplines, transdisciplinarity mutes the sources of theories and meth-
ods, applying them across disciplines so that they are no longer associated with
a single discipline or field. In a sense the discipline or field becomes a research
setting and thus of secondary importance; the transdisciplinary question is the
focus of attention. Although transdisciplinary scholarship was relatively infre-
quent in this study, the individuals who pursued it seemed to do so frequently.
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Transdisciplinary concepts, theories, and methods were tested in one disci-
pline, then another. Both methods and theories are amenable to this kind of
application.

Conceptual interdisciplinary questions have no compelling disciplinary
basis; they can therefore include contributions from many disciplines. In this
study conceptual interdisciplinarity involved questions about human societies;
sociologists, anthropologists, and informants in languages and literature tended
to pursue conceptual interdisciplinarity. In disciplines where content and
method are not tightly regulated, disciplinary contributions were not limited
by either the paradigm or the questions asked. Although interdisciplinary schol-
arship has often been lauded for its perceived ability to solve social and tech-
nological problems that cannot be answered by a single discipline, such
commendations often imply that interdisciplinarity is merely a strategy for ap-
proaching complex questions. While some faculty undoubtedly agree, many
faculty working in conceptual interdisciplinary modes, particularly post-
structuralism, postmodernism, and feminism, argue that all questions require
interdisciplinary answers. In this perspective interdisciplinarity is not simply a
strategy; it is the only strategy. The category of conceptual interdisciplinarity
therefore often implies a critique of the disciplines.

The differences among the categories of the typology of interdisciplinary
scholarship are not merely differences of degree. Rather the questions that
motivate the research or teaching are qualitatively different from one another.
Conceptual interdisciplinary questions are not more interdisciplinary than syn-
thetic interdisciplinary questions; they begin with a different kind of question
altogether. And the kind of question asked is not independent of the disci-
plines involved. Synthetic interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity appear
most often when scientific paradigms are involved; conceptual interdiscipli-
narity seems to characterize interdisciplinarity in interpretative paradigms.
There are undoubtedly exceptions. But it is precisely because different episte-
mologies and ontologies underlie scholarly questions that a new scheme for
understanding interdisciplinarity is needed.

Recognizing a Continuum of Experiences

While the types of interdisciplinarity that characterize a particular research
or teaching project cannot be arranged on a continuum because of the differ-
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ent questions that motivate them, informants’ experiences of interdisciplinary
scholarship can be arrayed on several continua. One continuum describes the
type of participation in interdisciplinary interactions: formal or informal. In
this study informants’ interactions ranged from informal activities such as con-
versations with colleagues from different fields, to more formal participation
in interdisciplinary seminars or conferences, to formalized interdisciplinary
teaching and research collaborations. Some informants had experienced a
range of interactions while others had experienced, or had chosen to experi-
ence, fewer. Another continuum therefore is the frequency or intensity with
which informants engaged in interdisciplinary activities. Some individuals
engaged in interdisciplinarity infrequently, perhaps only a single interdiscipli-
nary teaching collaboration. Other informants, often those with ties to inter-
disciplinary undergraduate or graduate programs, engaged in interdisciplinary
teaching more often. Informants also varied in the number of interdisciplinary
research projects they conducted.

Frequency of interdisciplinarity is related to the extent to which an
individual’s body of scholarly work is interdisciplinary. At one end is the single
excursion into interdisciplinary teaching or research; at the other is an exclu-
sive commitment to interdisciplinary approaches to scholarship. At this far end
of the spectrum, faculty may completely renounce disciplinary work. Changes
in disciplinary perspectives, however, do not necessarily result from more fre-
quent interdisciplinary activity. If interdisciplinary work does not challenge
disciplinary assumptions, change may not be necessary. Similarly it is possible
that a single interdisciplinary conversation may have more influence on an
individual’s thinking or research than a yearlong involvement in interdiscipli-
nary research collaboration.

A final continuum is the degree of disciplinary outreach a given teaching
or research project entails. Some questions require a contribution from only
one discipline, as when a borrowed method allows a particular analysis. Other
questions require contributions from several, even many, disciplines; together
these disciplines offer a more complete picture than could otherwise be de-
vised. The terms broad, or wide,  interdisciplinarity and narrow interdiscipli-
narity have been coined to indicate differences in the degree of interaction
among disciplines (van Dusseldorp and Wigboldus 1994) and the epistemo-
logical distance among disciplines (Kelly 1996). Broad interdisciplinarity re-
quires the interaction of many disciplines with different paradigms and meth-
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ods, ignoring the fact that a scholar today can travel quite comfortably in the
epistemological vehicle of choice across a number of disciplines. Different dis-
ciplines do not necessarily imply different paradigms. In this study outreach to
one other discipline was the norm among informants from the sciences as the
questions they asked suggested a specific combination of disciplines. In the
humanities and social sciences, informants often reached out to a greater num-
ber of disciplines because of shared content areas among the disciplines.

Pursuing Interdisciplinarity

The processes by which informants do interdisciplinary work greatly re-
semble the processes by which they do disciplinary work. Differences often
amount to variations on a theme rather than distinctive ways of accomplishing
academic work. For example, when undertaking a teaching or research project,
whether it is disciplinary or interdisciplinary, faculty typically begin by reading
about a topic. Informants in this study reported that they read extensively to
prepare for interdisciplinary projects—more extensively than they would for a
disciplinary project and of course in disciplines other than their own. Some
read in only one or two disciplines; others ranged more widely, depending on
the type of interdisciplinary scholarship undertaken. Faculty teaching a col-
laborative course generally read the disciplinary works suggested by their part-
ner and perhaps by others. Attempting to approximate the disciplinary norm of
specialization, informants often chose a narrow topic as a basis for an interdis-
ciplinary project, strategically defining topics that would allow them to de-
velop expertise. Their comments about the depth of their reading and the
specialized nature of their research revealed both their strategies for accom-
plishing interdisciplinary work and their anxieties about it.

Specialization often requires or inspires faculty to develop a network of
colleagues with like interests. Interdisciplinary work also encouraged individu-
als to expand their network of colleagues. The nature of interdisciplinary work
motivated some informants to attend interdisciplinary conferences, institutes,
and workshops. These interdisciplinary meetings, typically smaller and more
specific than disciplinary conferences, were well suited to obtaining helpful
information from colleagues and developing a network of individuals working
on the same topic. On campus many informants also participated in interdisci-
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plinary forums, colloquia, and seminars that offered opportunities to learn what
others were thinking about the same topics, to crystallize thinking, and to share
ideas with individuals who might offer a valuable critique.

In the disciplines collaboration often follows a pattern. In some fields it is
the norm; the nature of the problems under study requires teams of research-
ers who work on pieces of the puzzle. In others it is less common; research
topics are not easily divided into component parts, and individual scholars tend
to toil alone. About half of the informants in this study collaborated with a
colleague or colleagues from another discipline in a research or teaching
project. In some cases collaboration occurred in fields where it is not the norm,
for example, in English literature and theology. In addition collaboration was
as serendipitous as it was purposeful. Several informants described accidental
meetings that resulted in research and teaching collaborations. These same
individuals, as well as others in the study, also solicited the help of collabora-
tors. Both planned and unplanned activities occurred across the disciplines
represented.

Teaching interdisciplinary courses, whether individually or in teams, in-
spired informants to reflect on pedagogical styles and educational purposes.
Learning another discipline reminded them what it is like to be students, and
informants who taught interdisciplinary courses often empathized with their
students, acknowledging that interdisciplinary approaches could be unfamil-
iar and confusing. This heightened awareness of student needs often resulted
in informants taking extra care and time to explain goals and assignments to
students and to reassure them about the quality and direction of their work in
interdisciplinary classes. Both cognitive and affective challenges arose in inter-
disciplinary classrooms, and interdisciplinary courses inspired reflection on the
purposes of education. Although they conceded that interdisciplinary ap-
proaches often sacrificed content coverage, most informants valued the per-
ceived superiority of interdisciplinary approaches for developing students’
thinking skills, particularly the ability to critique thoughtfully what they had
learned.

As interdisciplinary teaching heightened pedagogical awareness, interdis-
ciplinary research often inspired epistemological reflection. Whereas infor-
mants might use competing disciplinary perspectives to advantage in the class-
room, many found them unacceptable in research. Disciplinary conflicts
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among the members of interdisciplinary research teams might be resolved early
in a project’s history, but for the most part potential conflicts were avoided by
carefully selecting collaborators who shared basic beliefs about content and
methods.

Contextual Influences on Interdisciplinarity

Portraying disciplines, departments, and institutions as barriers to interdis-
ciplinarity whitewashes the variety of contexts in which interdisciplinarity is
conducted. Departments, institutions, and disciplinary associations are vari-
ously responsive to interdisciplinarity, and faculty respond to these academic
contexts in numerous ways. Overstating the influence of context can led to a
deterministic view of faculty life, but inattention to context conceals faculty
agency in negotiating institutional, departmental, and disciplinary realities. In
many institutions familiar barriers to interdisciplinarity such disciplinary
norms, departmental structures, and institutional reward systems exist, but they
do not prevent all faculty from pursuing interdisciplinary work. Some adjust to
their contexts, even if critical of them, and continue with their work. Both
senior and junior faculty in this study substantiated this ability to adjust to, or
ignore, negative influences in their environments. Despite concerns about
colleagues’ opinions, senior faculty pursued their interdisciplinary interests—
while warning junior members of their departments to avoid them until after
tenure. Junior faculty in this study acknowledged the potential for departmen-
tal conflicts, ignored the warnings, and persisted in their interdisciplinary
scholarship. The height of a barrier, of course, is in the eye of the beholder.
Faculty who are determined to pursue interdisciplinary research and teaching
projects may see possibilities where others see pitfalls. But perhaps departmen-
tal, institutional, and disciplinary contexts are not now—or may never have
been—as hostile to interdisciplinarity as reported. Certainly informants de-
scribed a variety of departmental, institutional, and disciplinary responses to
interdisciplinary scholarship and their perceptions of these environments var-
ied widely. Some described departmental colleagues as open to and support-
ive of interdisciplinarity while others felt alienated or even ignored by faculty
and administrators. Several forged ties with colleagues in other disciplines as
much out of necessity as by choice. Since the climate of an institution or de-
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partment is highly dependent on the mix of individuals that comprise it,
changes in personnel can make the difference between acceptance and rejec-
tion of interdisciplinary work.

Concerns about collegial disapproval in the liberal arts colleges revolved
around the fear that interdisciplinary teaching was a drain on departmental
resources. A particular concern was that departmental colleagues would have
to teach courses that the person teaching in an interdisciplinary program would
have taught. Resources were also a continuing question for directors of inter-
disciplinary programs. When not guaranteed sufficient faculty through con-
tractual arrangements, directors found recruiting teaching faculty from depart-
ments a difficult task. Even at institutions where contracts eased the staffing
situation, directors worried that changes in administration and in the attitudes
or needs of contributing departments could create problems.

Informants tended to assess administrative support for interdisciplinary
work in terms of structural or financial support. For example, at one institution
informants suggested that the large number of joint appointments signaled an
institutional openness to interdisciplinarity. At the universities funding for in-
terdisciplinary programs at the graduate and undergraduate level, as well as for
special projects, was an important barometer of the climate for interdiscipli-
narity. At the liberal arts institutions, where teaching was weighted more
heavily than research in hiring, promotion, and tenure decisions, financial sup-
port for interdisciplinary course development was interpreted as a sign of ad-
ministrative sanction.

Observers of interdisciplinarity typically have framed the disciplines as
negative influences on interdisciplinary scholarship, but some informants con-
tested this image, describing their disciplines as increasingly open to inter-
disciplinarity. For example, historians and anthropologists talked about the
inroads each made into the other’s fields. Scientists argued that external influ-
ences, such as funding agencies and sponsors and funding incentives, pushed
the interdisciplinary research agenda. In the humanities interdisciplinarity was
thought to be an increasingly normal aspect of academic life, except in eco-
nomics, where informants were typically pessimistic about disciplinary re-
sponse. While the views of these few informants may not be representative,
they do reveal the importance of individual perceptions of disciplinary atti-
tudes and remind us that disciplines are changing and growing social entities.
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Interdisciplinary Outcomes

Interdisciplinary scholarship can yield both professional and personal re-
wards. Informants attributed a variety of tangible professional outcomes—con-
ference papers, articles, and books—to their interdisciplinary activities. A few
revealed that they had been hired by their institutions precisely because of
their interdisciplinary work, not in spite of it. Others contended that interdisci-
plinary work helped them attain promotions and tenure. Informants were
equally excited about the intellectual outcomes that resulted from interdisci-
plinary engagement. Faculty with varying levels of interdisciplinary experience
talked about what they learned about their own and other disciplines. Their
learning was a source of personal satisfaction and, for a few, relieved their bore-
dom with disciplinary topics. Learning a new discipline also had the distinct
benefit of expanding an individual’s range of teaching options and research
questions.

Interdisciplinarity could open new intellectual vistas, but it did not re-
quire informants to abandon their disciplines. Most pursued their interdisci-
plinary interests from the comfort of their home discipline. Often informants
noted the enduring impact of their disciplinary training; disciplinary concepts,
theories, and ways of looking at the world were ever present. Few informants
were inclined to supplant their disciplinary teaching and research with an in-
terdisciplinary agenda; the majority interspersed interdisciplinary and disciplin-
ary projects. A few longed to return to purely disciplinary work after a hiatus.
As long as interdisciplinary work was consistent with disciplinary tenets and
methods, informants maintained their disciplinary identity. On occasion, how-
ever, interdisciplinarity left epistemological scars. When interdisciplinarity
caused informants to question previously held disciplinary beliefs, professional
discomfort resulted. Informants then broached the question of disciplinary
identities and how much they could question and critique their discipline and
still remain a member of their community. When epistemological conflicts
became too severe, informants searched for alternate identities.

Feeding Interdisciplinary Interests and Talents

Informants spoke candidly about institutional and departmental environ-
ments that both encouraged and discouraged interdisciplinary research and
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teaching. Administrators, department chairs, and disciplinary faculty can learn
much from these accounts about developing higher education environments
that facilitate and support interdisciplinarity.

Once faculty members establish an interest in a particular interdiscipli-
nary topic, they often find it useful to attend workshops, institutes, and confer-
ences where they can deepen their knowledge of the area and connect with
potential colleagues. The annual meetings of most disciplinary associations do
not address interdisciplinary topics and faculty must find interdisciplinary in-
teraction elsewhere. The dilemma for faculty at institutions where travel funds
are limited is the need to choose between disciplinary and interdisciplinary
meetings. Lack of travel funds can create the impression that disciplinarity
and interdisciplinarity are in competition. In such a circumstance, junior fac-
ulty may feel obliged to choose disciplinary meetings so that their commit-
ment to their discipline is not questioned. Although doubling travel funds is
not a feasible answer for most institutions, faculty in need of additional fund-
ing may be served through a program that allocates special travel funds on a
competitive basis to faculty pursuing interdisciplinary research or teaching
projects.

Off-campus opportunities should not be the only institutional response to
the needs of faculty doing interdisciplinary work. Colleges and universities can
sponsor workshops, institutes, and conferences that make use of local experts,
encourage interinstitutional collegiality and collaboration, and enhance insti-
tutional visibility and prestige. Grants officers may be helpful in locating po-
tential external funding for particular topics.

The institutions that I visited varied in their willingness and ability to sup-
port interdisciplinary activities. Informants portrayed two of the institutions as
largely indifferent to interdisciplinarity and occasionally as hostile to it; the
other institutions were perceived as more accommodating and welcoming. At
one of these supportive institutions, one individual in particular personified
the proactive faculty/administrator. He described the activities of what he
called “a facilitating organization.”

We are always sniffing around looking for projects that need to be done or
looking for resources that we can compete for. When we find projects and
or resources, we then look around for an interdisciplinary mix of people,
often people who have never known each other exist, bring them together
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and show them how to behave, actually help them write the proposals.
Often we are a key part of the proposal process. [We] bring a group of
people together. Educate them about the opportunity. Educate them
about how the opportunity can be played out. Educate them about the
fact that the university really is supporting this effort. Provide them with
airplane tickets to go to wherever they have to go to get the information
needed to make the proposal a success. Then we have our own staff, who
know how to work with people who haven’t been interdisciplinary and
prepare interdisciplinary workshops. [I1]

These workshops encouraged people from several different disciplines to share
their perspectives on a common theme. In addition the organization often co-
sponsored seminars and provided the extra funding “to bring in the first team.”
“If it is possible to get someone who is doing an unusual project, or has been
very successful with interdisciplinary work,” he explained, “we will make sure
that person gets here.”

Institutions that hope to encourage interdisciplinarity must consider the
needs of interdisciplinary teachers as well. Colleges and universities that offer
interdisciplinary programs must address important issues such as staffing and
budgeting that directly affect faculty and students. In addition they need to
consider the needs of faculty who, in pursuing interdisciplinary teaching
projects outside of interdisciplinary programs, often find themselves without
mentoring, peer, or monetary support. A number of informants in this study
served or were serving as directors of interdisciplinary programs and felt a par-
ticular responsibility to maintain the health and vitality of interdisciplinary
programs on their campuses. These directors were often the only full-time fac-
ulty in a program; they typically borrowed faculty from other departments to
provide a program of studies. At the mercy of these other departments, direc-
tors worried every year about who would be available to teach program courses.
At small colleges this was particularly troubling since the pool of potential
faculty was very limited.

Institutions have a responsibility to ensure that students enrolled in inter-
disciplinary programs and courses have access to a faculty who can support
their learning needs. Joint appointments between departments and programs
can ease the shortage of faculty considerably, and contractual commitments
can help interdisciplinary programs maintain their academic standards. Insti-
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tutions that require program directors periodically to hunt for faculty reveal
their values and priorities. College and university administrations can encour-
age departments to share their faculty and recognize departments and faculty
who serve interdisciplinary programs. Program directors can be encouraged to
recruit widely and administrators can aid in the identification of potential in-
structors. Institutions can also create incentives for departments to loan or
jointly to appoint faculty. Incentive funding can come in the form of discre-
tionary departmental funds that can be used for activities such as colloquia,
guest speakers, equipment purchases, or seed money for course or research
project development, or funds for replacement faculty.

When enrollments warrant, full-time faculty, perhaps with joint appoint-
ments in departments, should be hired to staff interdisciplinary programs. At
some colleges interdisciplinary programs with burgeoning enrollments are
poorly staffed while departments that graduate one or two majors per year
maintain a full faculty. Faculty with strong interdisciplinary interests might be
encouraged to move from underenrolled departments to interdisciplinary pro-
grams. Faculty should not be expected, however, to teach and advise students
in interdisciplinary programs without proper training and support. Retooling
for an interdisciplinary assignment takes time and energy, and this commit-
ment should be recognized. Immigrants to new programs or departments
should be provided with faculty development opportunities such as course
development funds, conference travel, and financial support for interdiscipli-
nary projects, as well as discretionary funds for publications, equipment, or
other supplies. Directors should assess the service role their programs provide
to traditional majors, as well as examine their program enrollments to bolster
the case for additional faculty.

Excessive teaching responsibilities can detract from faculty research pro-
ductivity, but, for some faculty, teaching interdisciplinary courses can contrib-
ute to productivity; several informants in this study generated research projects
from their interdisciplinary teaching. Informants who collaborated on inter-
disciplinary teaching and research often produced scholarly work; furthermore,
by presenting at different disciplinary and interdisciplinary conferences and
tailoring articles for different audiences, these individuals effectively doubled
the output from a single project. Although informants managed to develop
and teach interdisciplinary courses without administrative assistance, they ap-
preciated policies and practices that eased the pressure. Developing interdisci-
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plinary and team-taught courses required more preparation time than a disci-
plinary course and informants benefited from provisions of summer salary,
course releases, and funds for teaching or research assistants to compile and
organize course materials. Informants’ experiences suggest these incentives are
good investments in faculty productivity.

Focused, interdisciplinary dialogues can be powerful mechanisms for pro-
moting interdisciplinary scholarship. Colloquia, seminars, and other forums
offer faculty regular and continuing opportunities to engage in interdiscipli-
nary conversation about topics of interest. Informants contemplating or en-
gaged in interdisciplinary scholarship acknowledged these opportunities for
dialogue as important no matter what their career stage; both new faculty seek-
ing colleagues and senior faculty trying out new ideas found in colloquia a
congenial place to meet and become intellectually acquainted with colleagues
from across departments. As one informant put it,

the institution has a challenge and a responsibility to be imaginative and
innovative, to get people to come together and think about issues of com-
mon concern—because there are lots of issues of common concern and
common inquiry, but we don’t always do a very good job identifying what
they are and creating a forum, an arena for their exploration. [T]

Departmental chairs can solicit ideas for interdisciplinary forums from fac-
ulty members and graduate students. With the assistance of an academic dean
and chairs from different departments, cosponsored seminars can be devel-
oped. Institutions or divisions can provide funding for guest lecturers to supple-
ment existing faculty talent and create visibility and interest across campus.
Since fiscal constraints can force departments to choose between disciplinary
and interdisciplinary activities, institutional funding can be used to supple-
ment departmental funds or incentive funding used to reward departments
that produce cosponsored programs.

At smaller institutions faculty often know one another and share informa-
tion about teaching and research interests. Informants at these institutions
noted that serendipity and proximity fostered interdisciplinary collaborations.
Still, interdisciplinary seminars were valued opportunities for sustained con-
versation with colleagues across campus. Serendipitous meetings also occurred
among faculty at large institutions, but the size of an institution can stymie
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interdepartmental interaction. Carefully planned programs can attract faculty
from different schools, disciplines, and programs and may result in collabora-
tive interdisciplinary projects. Sponsors of interdisciplinary forums should
evaluate these programs to assess their usefulness and their contributions to
professional development and outcomes. Evaluation should be timely but not
hasty, since such interdisciplinary dialogues will undoubtedly take time to bear
fruit.

A pervasive fear among faculty who do interdisciplinary work is that col-
leagues will neither appreciate nor reward it (for example, Hurst 1992). Faculty
may be troubled by departmental colleagues who are skeptical of interdiscipli-
nary scholarship and withhold collegial support. The lack of a collegial home
base can undermine confidence and morale. Engagement in interdisciplinar-
ity can be especially intimidating for junior faculty, who depend on the sup-
port of departmental colleagues for their promotion and tenure. Junior faculty
who perceive unfavorable opinions about interdisciplinary scholarship among
departmental colleagues may avoid projects they otherwise would have pur-
sued. Stifling intellectual exploration rarely serves the interests of faculty or
higher education in general.

Faculty must also recognize that disciplinary biases may be cloaked in
seemingly neutral terms. Phrases such as research trajectories and focused agen-
das are often euphemisms for disciplinary conventions. While it is incumbent
upon junior faculty, as informants suggested, to package their work carefully
for disciplinary colleagues, it is equally important that faculty carefully review
interdisciplinary work. Innovative work should be assessed with a flexible, but
intellectually justifiable, set of scholarly criteria. Colleagues should also con-
sider the time commitment required by interdisciplinary scholarship when as-
sessing scholarly productivity. Departments may also need to rely on external
reviewers when they do not possess the expertise to judge the quality of
interdisciplinary scholarship. External review, however, is not a substitute for
collegial review; sincere and concerted attempts to understand interdiscipli-
nary research and teaching can create amicable environments for faculty with
interdisciplinary interests.

Institutions that expect interdisciplinarity to thrive on their campuses must
do more than support interdisciplinary scholarship through funding of exist-
ing programs or individual projects. They must create flexible interdiscipli-
nary spaces where faculty can find temporary or second homes. The notion of
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such spaces is not new; the University of Chicago’s divisional committees and
the research institutes and organized research units that are increasingly found
on university campuses are examples. Neither of these structures, however, is
sufficient to serve all faculty with interdisciplinary interests. Faculty must be
invited, for example, to join one of Chicago’s committees; temporary attach-
ments are uncommon (Dzubach 1991). Organized research units are typically
dedicated to specific research projects, usually scientific or technical in na-
ture. The interdisciplinary space of the future would provide interdisciplinary
faculty, or faculty with interdisciplinary research and teaching interests, with a
place to grow.

Faculty who are new to interdisciplinary research must be welcomed into
interdisciplinary spaces where exploration and conversation are as valued as
collaboration. These spaces may house ongoing interdisciplinary projects, but
they should also be available to faculty who are still exploring interdisciplinary
options. In addition faculty must be able to move in and out of these spaces
according to their own schedules. The usual scenario of fixed appointments
tied to grants does not allow for interdisciplinary incubation periods. Nor does
it provide a home in disciplines where external funding is rare.

Interdisciplinary spaces need not be large facilities although a centralized
location with office and conference room space is necessary to facilitate inter-
action. These modest accommodations can serve as places to hold colloquia
and seminars, as meeting rooms for teaching and research teams pursuing in-
terdisciplinary projects, or simply as places where individuals can go to learn
about interdisciplinary opportunities and make connections with faculty with
similar interests in interdisciplinary teaching and research. Such spaces should
be considered faculty development centers that revitalize faculty and/or stimu-
late their intellectual juices. A strong advocate of interdisciplinarity, who was
also a member of the administration at her institution, felt that it was her role
and her responsibility to bring people together to foster innovation and knowl-
edge generation:

What I am interested in for myself and for other people—as an adminis-
trator and also as a faculty member—is making sure that as much as pos-
sible we are supportive of and encouraging of people who are interested
in connecting with other knowledge seekers and that we help each other
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as much as possible to learn more. That seems to me what interdiscipli-
narity is. And to the extent that we keep people from connecting, that we
keep students from making connections, that we keep university struc-
tures from allowing groups of people to connect, then I think we are prob-
ably not fostering knowledge in the fullest way that we can. [N]

Investigating Interdisciplinarity

Interdisciplinarity has been hard to define because it takes on so many
guises and because it is a moving target that responds to expansions and con-
tractions in the disciplines themselves. Grounded definitions of interdiscipli-
nary scholarship enhance our understanding of interdisciplinary scholarship
because they capture interdisciplinarity in practice. And, since practices
evolve, our understandings of interdisciplinarity must also evolve over time.
The picture of interdisciplinarity offered by this study is of course incomplete,
in part because it is limited in scope, but also because of the sheer variety of
scholarship in colleges and universities today. The task for researchers in
higher education and other fields is to update the picture of interdisciplinarity
continually—as well as that of scholarship in general. Researchers should at-
tend to questions of how scholarly work is conducted, how it is perceived and
rewarded within and across disciplines, how interdisciplinary and multi-
disciplinary fields are created, and how they develop. Scholars should also care-
fully observe continuing and future shifts in disciplinary ontologies and para-
digms that may signal far-reaching changes in the ways we think and learn.

In this study a few informants wholly committed to interdisciplinarity suf-
fered professional identity crises. As committed interdisciplinarians, they were
reluctant, even unable, to identify with a single discipline. What are the long-
term effects of such disciplinary identity crises on faculty trained and located
in academic departments? Will such individuals resolve their identity conflicts
over time and if so, how? Researchers may wish to follow the careers of inter-
disciplinary faculty to see how changes and/or reconciliations occur over time
and how institutions and colleagues respond to them. Higher education
researchers could also examine the scholarly productivity of faculty in inter-
disciplinary programs, faculty with joint appointments, and faculty doing interdis-
ciplinary work from disciplinary locations. Do the same measures of productivity
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suffice for disciplinary and interdisciplinary faculty? Are scholarship patterns
similar or dissimilar? What accounts for the patterns observed? How might
institutional contexts influence the productivity of interdisciplinary faculty?

Further study of individual faculty members’ constructions of their disci-
plines is also needed to help us better understand how these constructions
influence their scholarship and their perceptions of disciplinarity and interdis-
ciplinarity. Researchers should pursue questions that help us understand how
individuals develop these constructions, how they change over time, and how
they perceive alternative constructions. These studies should begin with
precollege and college students who are just beginning to recognize that there
are such conventions as disciplines. Researchers should also explore the devel-
opment of disciplinary constructions over time among graduate students and
faculty. Why do individuals construct the same discipline in different ways?
What are the ramifications of these personal constructions on individuals, ca-
reers, departments, and institutions?

A Concluding Allegory

One informant told me a disturbing story about an important figure in the
field of ecology. In the 1930s this man wrote a classic study of the dustbowl, “a
wonderful interdisciplinary treatise . . . that won all kinds of awards.” A profes-
sor of botany at the University of Oklahoma, he explained what was happen-
ing in the dustbowl, why it was happening, and how the phenomenon was
related to agricultural practices and government policies. As a result of the
success of this book, Oberlin College hired the botanist. Later, in 1950, he was
invited to Yale to found the first graduate program in conservation.

He spent his last decade at Yale very happy, but he always felt that he had
failed in his life because he hadn’t been more of a scientist, that these
interdisciplinary activities had caused him to spend less time with science
and so he really hadn’t developed in his true calling. [A1]

Other people felt the same way about him, my informant explained. Scientists
were a little bit suspicious of him. In her interviews with individuals who knew
the man, she detected assumptions that interdisciplinary work was by its na-
ture less difficult, less rigorous, less prestigious.
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So that while he was admired for what he did do, even at its best, it wasn’t
good enough. So I’m very much, these days, thinking about the costs to
people of getting involved in interdisciplinary work, because this guy knew
that we need to think in interdisciplinary ways to save the planet. He was
absolutely convinced of that. And he spent a lot of time developing under-
graduate and graduate curricula that were truly interdisciplinary—and yet
he could say that and also devalue himself. It’s tremendously sad. [A1]

Although this informant clearly loved interdisciplinary teaching and research
and had been instrumental in forming two interdisciplinary programs on her
campus, she also harbored fears that these activities made her less of a scien-
tist. The parallels between her own story and that of the ecologist were stark.

Interdisciplinary scholarship has inspired many to call for, or even attempt,
a reconceptualization of scholarship so that it acknowledges the contributions
made by scholars working from different perspectives and in different modali-
ties to the advancement of knowledge. In 1990 Ernest Boyer, then president of
the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, published an in-
fluential book calling for such a redefinition of academic scholarship. Con-
cerned that academia had adopted a restrictive view of scholarship that privi-
leged basic research and diminished other forms of scholarly work, Boyer
called for an enlarged perspective in which faculty work was defined more
broadly, to allow for the “full range of academic and civic mandates” (1990,
p.16). This new typology of scholarship included the traditional scholarship of
discovery, that is, basic research, but it also included the scholarship of inte-
gration, of application, and of teaching. For Boyer integration included mak-
ing connections across disciplines, analyzing and interpreting data in reveal-
ing ways, and educating nonspecialists. The scholarship of integration, Boyer
argued, is closely related to the scholarship of discovery because it involves
research that is conducted at the boundaries “where fields converge” (1990, p.
19). The scholarship of integration is broader than interdisciplinary research
alone, since it also includes interpretive and integrative scholarship, which
Boyer defined as work that asks, “What do the findings mean? Is it possible to
interpret what’s been discovered in ways that provide a larger, more compre-
hensive understanding?” (1990, p.19).

We might ask why Boyer chose to distinguish interdisciplinary from disci-
plinary scholarship. He suggested that the two are closely related, but not the
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same. Yet there is little in the definition of the scholarship of discovery to ex-
clude interdisciplinary scholarship, except allusions to “disciplined inquiry”
and Boyer’s telling list of disciplinary scholars who have contributed to the
advancement of knowledge. Without diminishing the importance of Boyer’s
call for the inclusion of interdisciplinary work in the research canon and the
credibility it lent to interdisciplinary scholarship, I nonetheless regret his deci-
sion to create a new category of scholarship to accommodate interdisciplinar-
ity rather than to argue that there is more to the scholarship of discovery than
“disciplined” investigation. In response to the work of Boyer and others (for
example, Rice 1992, 1993), Michael Paulsen and Ken Feldman (1995) argued
that the scholarship of integration is not a separate scholarly function but rather
should be distributed among the functions of teaching, research, and service. I
find this notion of interdisciplinarity preferable to one that separates teaching
from research and disciplinary research from interdisciplinary research. The
informants in this study demonstrated the veracity of Paulsen and Feldman’s
claim: interdisciplinary work occurs in these three domains, although interdis-
ciplinarity in teaching and research were more common than interdisciplinar-
ity in service activities.

Calls for the reconceptualization of scholarship are not academic exer-
cises. The interdisciplinary research and teaching conducted by informants in
this study differs in only one respect from disciplinary teaching, that is, in its
attention to multiple disciplines. In all other respects it is barely distinguish-
able: it relies upon the same processes, occurs in the same contexts, and earns
the same kinds of rewards. Reconceptualizing scholarship so that it treats
disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity equally is the first step toward recognizing
the current and growing diversity of our academic communities and enlarging
our ideas about the pursuit of knowledge. There is no intrinsic worth in being
a scientist, a literary theorist, a good teacher, a good disciplinary citizen, or an
interdisciplinary scholar. As a community we create our value systems. We can
also alter them.

A more inclusive definition of scholarship would accommodate faculty
who not only choose an exclusive focus on interdisciplinarity, but those who
move back and forth between disciplinary and interdisciplinary thinking. In
this study alone, informants included an economist who collaborated with a
theologian, a political scientist who earned the respect of biologists, individu-
als in anthropology, history, and sociology who shared common interests, an
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anthropologist who adopted psychologists’ methods, and a psychologist who
explored the worlds of linguists, philosophers, and neuroscientists. A more in-
clusive reconceptualization will ease the pressure on faculty who, because of
epistemological and ontological imperatives, choose to take an exclusively in-
terdisciplinary approach to teaching and research. Feminists, multiculturalists,
postmodernists, poststructuralists, and cultural critics combine border-cross-
ing conversations and collaborations with individual excursions into interdis-
ciplinary research and teaching projects; for many, excursions into disciplin-
ary scholarly work are rare. After a generation on college and university
campuses, some of these approaches are still viewed with suspicion despite
outward signs of success—journal articles, books, conference papers, and
grants. Institutional reward systems and faculty attitudes often ignore these in-
dices. Even in the most supportive institutions, interdisciplinary work has dedi-
cated opponents. Many summarily judge interdisciplinary scholarship on prin-
ciple rather than give it the same benefit of the doubt that is accorded
disciplinary work.

Even informants with long histories of interdisciplinary work harbored dis-
ciplinary biases. While some of the study informants recognized the impedi-
ments to interdisciplinarity that are created by disciplinary training and im-
mersion, others seemed unaware of the depth of their own disciplinary habits
of mind. A biologist, for example, refused to call her work interdisciplinary,
arguing that the concept of interdisciplinarity was contrived. Her stance, al-
though extreme, was not much different from that of other informants who
argued that interdisciplinarity required a solid disciplinary foundation. In con-
trast, informants from more relational disciplines, such as those in the humani-
ties, frequently argued against the need for a disciplinary grounding in inter-
disciplinary work. The epistemological influences of the disciplines, even
when unconscious, resulted in strong opinions about what counts as knowl-
edge.

Definitions of scholarly work built on a single model of research unneces-
sarily divide the sciences from the humanities, teaching from research, and
the disciplinary from the interdisciplinary. As faculty increasingly question their
choices of inquiry methods and their underlying assumptions, the relationship
of knowledge to society, and the lines drawn between disciplines, restrictive
definitions impede rather than impel knowledge. A more inclusive understand-
ing of scholarship can accommodate current movements such as interdiscipli-
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narity and ably respond to future developments not yet conceived. Our chal-
lenge is to recognize disciplinary biases when they appear. To consider duly
interdisciplinary scholarship in promotion and hiring decisions, we must
amend the traditional question of whether scholarship advances the discipline.
We must judge scholarship on the basis of its contribution to the advance-
ment of knowledge. Any other evaluation privileges the discipline over the
enterprise and diminishes both the scholarship and the community that pro-
duces it.
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appendix
Study Design and Conduct

Preparation for the Study

Early in the conceptualization of this research, I conducted a focus group of fac-
ulty familiar with interdisciplinary teaching at a summer workshop offered by the Asso-
ciation of Integrated Studies, an organization that encourages and supports interdisci-
plinarity and interdisciplinary teaching.* The purpose of the focus group was to deter-
mine whether faculty who taught interdisciplinary courses could articulate how they
incorporated disciplinary components such as subject matter, language, and methods
in their work. The literature suggested these disciplinary components would either
facilitate or hinder interdisciplinarity and thus would be an important focus for a study
of interdisciplinary research and teaching.

The format for the group was simple; I asked faculty to describe in detail the ways
in which their discipline and disciplinary perspectives influenced their interdiscipli-
nary scholarship. I suggested a variety of disciplinary components—including domains
of inquiry, or subject matter; conceptual structures, or cognitive frameworks; symbolic
or specialized languages; modes of inquiry, or discovery processes; epistemological val-
ues and normative factors; and relationships with other fields—to begin this discus-
sion.

Ten faculty from a variety of disciplines and representing several institutional
types—community colleges, liberal arts colleges, and comprehensive universities—
engaged in this conversation. They easily recalled instances in which disciplinary con-
siderations came into play. Since most had more experience and/or interest in teach-
ing interdisciplinary courses than in conducting interdisciplinary research, they fo-
cused primarily on the issues of subject matter and language. Although they raised
fewer issues about modes of inquiry, some did contribute these kinds of comments. In
addition the participants discussed choosing pedagogical strategies consistent with in-

*Additional information on the study design, data collection procedures, and analysis is offered
in Lattuca 1996.
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terdisciplinary approaches to knowledge, team teaching, and participating in nonaca-
demic experiences that encouraged an interdisciplinary view of the world. Overall the
focus group suggested that faculty who were from a variety of institutions and disci-
plines and who varied in their emphases on research or teaching could readily hold
forth on how discipline influenced their interdisciplinary thinking and activities.

Based on the focus group discussion, I developed a semistructured interview pro-
tocol that included questions related to disciplinary components and about motiva-
tions to do interdisciplinary research and teaching. The protocol consisted of fifteen
open-ended questions keyed to the three guiding research questions focusing on pro-
cesses, contexts, and outcomes. I also developed follow-up probes for particular ques-
tions. I tested this protocol in exploratory interviews with faculty members who had
done interdisciplinary research and teaching.

Based on this pilot, I expanded the time frame for the interview. The informants
often had more than one kind of interdisciplinary experience, and their accounts were
detailed. The extended nature of their responses suggested that the semistructured
protocol was still too restrictive; following it seemed to interrupt the flow of the
interviewees’ thoughts. In their descriptions of interdisciplinary activities, individuals
covered many of the questions in the interview protocol without prompts. Probing at
these intersections appeared to work as well as direct questioning and allowed the fac-
ulty members to describe and discuss the salient aspects of interdisciplinary activity.

From these exploratory interviews I also learned that some of my assumptions
about the importance of disciplinary perspectives in interdisciplinary work were mis-
guided. Before conducting the exploratory interviews, I tended to think of interdisci-
plinarity as an approach to research and teaching that grew out of disciplinarity. The
literature on interdisciplinarity also suggested that once an interdisciplinary stance was
internalized, disciplinarity was left behind. However, four of the five individuals I in-
terviewed—each trained in a single liberal arts or science discipline—told me that
they had always been interdisciplinary. None, however, disclaimed their disciplinary
training or affiliations. In fact they eschewed the disciplinary/interdisciplinary di-
chotomy, speaking instead of disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity as mutually inform-
ing approaches to creating knowledge, to be contingently selected and/or combined
according to the task at hand. I began to wonder whether this kind of simultaneity and
interaction was common among faculty doing interdisciplinary work. Would it be dif-
ferent for faculty who did not claim to be “born” interdisciplinary?

These conversations also forced me to reconsider some common conceptions of
interdisciplinarity that permeate the literature on interdisciplinary research and teach-
ing. The faculty whom I interviewed eagerly discussed their interdisciplinary scholar-
ship, but none advocated wholesale rejection of disciplinary perspectives. No one in
this pilot group believed that interdisciplinary approaches were inherently superior to
disciplinary ones; they simply used them to accomplish different things. Nor did they
see their disciplinary perspectives as insurmountable obstacles to interdisciplinarity.
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None described their interdisciplinarity an institutional liability, and none had been
denied tenure as a result of their interdisciplinary leanings. At least two interviewees
claimed that their interdisciplinarity was a prized commodity when they were hired as
junior faculty. While two had moved from their original discipline-based departments
to interdisciplinary programs, only one mentioned experiencing discomfort in the dis-
cipline-based department. Finally, few had actually collaborated with a colleague or
colleagues from another discipline on a teaching or research project—casting doubt
upon the claims that interdisciplinarity only occurs when individuals with different
disciplinary perspectives successfully collaborate.

On the basis of these five conversations and the questions they raised in my mind,
I revised my research design. I decided to conduct unstructured interviews guided by
broad questions and flexible probes. The unstructured format required that I rely
heavily on the participants’ constructions of their work, but it permitted faculty to raise
important issues that I could not anticipate. These interviews also convinced me that a
missing element in the rhetoric and research on interdisciplinary is nuance. The opin-
ions and experiences that faculty described were more complex than I had anticipated,
and if I were to portray them accurately and thereby learn from them, I would have to
let the faculty express their thoughts rather than respond to a list of assumption-laden
questions. While I might not find other faculty who worked and believed as the five
faculty members I had met during the exploratory interviews, I would at least be open
to their accounts of their work, careers, and lives.

The Study

I selected thirty-eight faculty for interviews on the basis of their participation in
interdisciplinary teaching or research activities and personal characteristics. The goal
of the selection process was to provide an inclusive group of informants who had expe-
rienced a variety of the interdisciplinary interactions from a variety of perspectives. A
maximum variation selection procedure ensured that these perspectives included those
of junior and senior faculty, tenured and untenured faculty, men and women, faculty
of color, and faculty from disciplines in the sciences, social sciences, and humanities.
Institutional affiliation was limited to faculty in research/doctoral universities and se-
lective liberal arts colleges where faculty are generally assumed to be actively involved
in research as well as teaching. Two universities and two liberal arts colleges were
selected as research sites.

The literature on interdisciplinarity offers little guidance as to the influence of
institutional type on interdisciplinarity since virtually all the research conducted in
this area investigated the experiences and attitudes of research university faculty. While
the capacity of this study to illuminate the influence of institutional type on interdisci-
plinarity is severely constrained, it was nonetheless important to select faculty from
more than one type of institution. I did not hope to not to make comparisons among
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institutions—given the size of the informant group these would be highly inconclu-
sive—but to increase the probability that any common themes identified would be
central to faculty regardless of institutional affiliation. Accordingly, four institutions—
a research university, a doctoral university, and two selective liberal arts colleges—
were identified.

Selecting Informants

I used a broad definition of interdisciplinarity that focused on interaction rather
than integration, to guide the selection of informants.* This definition, developed by
the Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) in Paris, was particularly
useful because it specifies a range of elements that might be involved in an interdisci-
plinary interaction. The definition also suggests that these interactions exist on a con-
tinuum from informal to formal and the locus of any one interaction on this con-
tinuum may not necessarily predict its total impact on the faculty member. I also used
it to develop the definitions of formal and informal interdisciplinary activities. In the
initial stages of this research, I hoped to interview an approximately equal number of
faculty in the formal vs. informal interaction categories. I learned during the explor-
atory interviews, and again during the data-gathering interviews, that these activities
were not mutually exclusive. Setting quotas therefore was unrealistic and unnecessary.

The first step in the selection process was to develop a pool of faculty informants
who had participated in interdisciplinary research and teaching activities in the se-
lected institutions. This process varied slightly depending on the type of institution.
Knowledgeable administrators on each campus assisted me by compiling lists of po-
tential interviewees. These individuals included deans, administrators from offices of
research and sponsored programs, and directors of interdisciplinary faculty seminars.

After generating the pool of faculty for each institution, I examined the personal
characteristics of potential informants and selected a group of individuals that varied
across rank, tenure status, gender, disciplinary affiliation, and type of interdisciplinary
activity. Since faculty were often involved in a number of activities, formal and infor-
mal, adherence to a strict selection criterion was impossible. Similarly, important char-
acteristics—disciplinary affiliation, tenure status, and gender—also overlapped. For
example, an untenured woman faculty member in biology might satisfy three selec-
tion criteria; any attempt to achieve equal numbers of informants in all selection cat-
egories was therefore foiled. While this selection process did not include all individu-
als with interdisciplinary interests or experiences on the campuses selected, it did pro-
vide a pool of potential informants that varied along the several dimensions that
emerged as important from the literature on interdisciplinarity.

*See chapter 1 for a detailed discussion of this definition.
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Gaining the Cooperation of Informants

Initially I planned to interview thirty faculty members, ten each on the campus of
the larger university campuses and five each at two selective liberal arts colleges. This
number was subjected to upward or downward adjustment based on the characteris-
tics of the informant pool and the information gathered during the interview process.
Because I assumed that some faculty would be unable or unwilling to participate or
would not actually meet the selection criteria, I selected approximately fifteen faculty
each from the universities and ten each from the liberal arts colleges. I then mailed
letters to each explaining the study and requesting participation. I followed up with
telephone calls to determine whether the individual had actually engaged in the types
of activities required and, if so, to ascertain if and when he or she would be available
for an interview.

Thirty-three faculty members contacted in this first round agreed to be inter-
viewed; twenty of these were university faculty, and thirteen were from the selective
liberal arts colleges.* Initially, each of the four campuses was represented by from five
to ten participants. Through snowballing, five additional faculty members were identi-
fied, contacted, and interviewed: one each from three campuses, two from the fourth
campus.

Interviewing Informants

After scheduling an interview, each faculty informant was mailed a brief form
requesting demographic, educational, and some professional data, as well as a consent
form. Interviews were conducted in person at a site selected by the informant, typically
the informant’s office. All interviews were tape-recorded, with the permission of the
informant, and fully transcribed for analysis. I requested permission to phone the in-
formant after the interview to clarify responses. I offered informants the option of re-
questing transcripts of the interviews that could be checked for accuracy.

In the interviews I asked a few broad questions and probed, sometimes exten-
sively, for additional information or clarifications. Although the form of each interview
varied, I typically began by asking the individual to describe his or her research and
teaching. This allowed the faculty member to begin the interview with a subject of
immediate relevance and familiarity and gave me the opportunity to understand the
scope of the research and teaching the individual had undertaken and where interdis-
ciplinary work fit in this scheme. It also placed the emphasis on faculty experiences
rather than my assumptions about what individuals considered interdisciplinary and

*All but two of these participants received their doctoral degrees from universities classified as
Research I institutions. Two individuals received degrees from Doctoral I institutions. Presum-
ably this set of informants experienced similar, if not equivalent, disciplinary immersion during
graduate education.
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what they considered important. This discussion often provided an easy segue into a
conversation about how interdisciplinary work was accomplished. I was careful to fol-
low up both disciplinary and interdisciplinary work as well as teaching and research
activities. During these conversations I probed with questions about collaborative ef-
forts, interdisciplinary conversations, and reading in other disciplines. Typically infor-
mants raised the issue of institutional and departmental contexts without prompting.
They discussed promotion and tenure policies and practices, the role of departmental
colleagues, and the overall institutional stance toward interdisciplinarity.

I also explored informants’ perceptions of their departments and disciplines and
how they believed disciplinary colleagues viewed interdisciplinary research or teach-
ing. Eventually the interview would turn to issues related to the outcomes of interdisci-
plinarity. I asked faculty about the products of their interdisciplinary work, for example,
conference papers, articles, or books, but also about how interdisciplinarity had influ-
enced their teaching and research. I followed up with questions about future work and
commitment to an interdisciplinary approach to teaching and research. Typically my
last question concerned the informant’s perceptions of the relationship between
disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity. Before ending each interview, however, I asked
informants if there was anything else we should talk about. In several instances this
elicited further conversation.

Analyzing Informants’ Accounts

I analyzed the interview data using an iterative process of analytic induction. I
categorized excerpts from informants’ accounts according to a framework consisting of
three basis components: processes, contexts, and outcomes. I categorized statements
that described or explained how faculty pursued interdisciplinary scholarship as pro-
cess statements, that indicated how institutional, departmental, or larger disciplinary
environments influenced informants’ work as context statements; and that discussed
the tangible and intangible results of informants’ work as outcomes statements. These
broad categories were not mutually exclusive. For example informants’ statements of-
ten intertwined discussion of how faculty accomplished their work, or process; about
how colleagues perceived it, or context; and about whether the institution did or did
not reward it, or outcome.

The next step in the analysis process was to identify themes and subcategories
within these larger categories of process, context, and outcomes. Although the litera-
ture suggested some a priori categories, I did not use these to search for the themes and
patterns; instead I allowed categories to emerge from the data. During the many itera-
tions of the analysis, I continuously compared informants’ statements, descriptions,
and observations to one another to refine the coding categories and analytic frame-
work. Eventually these emergent themes and subcategories became the focus of my
analysis.
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I also mined the informants’ accounts to determine how they explicitly or implic-
itly defined interdisciplinary scholarship and for detailed descriptions of interdiscipli-
nary research and teaching projects. Examining these excerpts led me to a critical
discovery, although I did not immediately recognize it as such. Comparison of the
definitions and descriptions was the first step toward understanding important differ-
ences among faculty members’ perspectives on, and approaches to, interdisciplinary
research and teaching.

As I read and considered the words of informants, I could not avoid comparing
these varied descriptions of interdisciplinary work. I was puzzled by differences among
informants’ approaches to research and teaching. My first attempts to understand these
differences were driven by the literature, which suggests various, sometimes compet-
ing, schemes for classifying interdisciplinary work. One commonly suggested rubric is
the multidisciplinary/interdisciplinary dichotomy; another resembles a typology of
forms of borrowing—for example, whether one borrows methods or content from other
disciplines. These and other rubrics are discussed in detail in chapter 4. After failing to
adequately match my informants’ constructions of interdisciplinarity with
conceptualizations of interdisciplinarity from the literature, I concluded that a differ-
ent way of thinking about interdisciplinary scholarship was needed and began again to
look for emergent categories.

In this step of my analysis I eventually focused on the catalysts that prompted
informants’ interdisciplinary research and teaching. We often talk about the match
between the question and the method in research design; my informants seemed to
apply a similar principle: the question or issue they wanted to pursue determined the
method they used to pursue it. The impetus for a research project was typically ex-
pressed as a question; the impetus for a course was more often framed as an issue.
Regardless of this semantic distinction, the framing of the question or of the issue in-
fluenced the kinds of projects that informants developed.

My thinking about the differences between these questions and issues eventually
led to the development of a typology of forms of interdisciplinary teaching and re-
search that is based on the kinds of questions and issues that faculty pursue. As I com-
pared faculty informants’ descriptions of the processes used in interdisciplinary re-
search and teaching, their perceptions of departmental, institutional, and disciplinary
contexts, and outcomes of interdisciplinary scholarship they reported, the typology gave
greater meaning to the patterns of scholarship that I observed. To refine the typology, I
selectively contacted informants by telephone for reactions to the categories. I was
especially interested in comments from informants who had pursued more than one
type of interdisciplinarity; these informants, it seemed, would be able to discuss the
categories as lived experiences rather than as abstract ideas. These conversations, which
were also recorded and transcribed, constituted another iteration of the analysis. The
typology became an alternative to existing categorizations of interdisciplinary scholar-
ship and was critical in helping me understand the perceptions and experiences of the
informants.
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Limitations of the Study

I delineated a method that was in keeping with the exploratory nature of this
study and the goal of developing a complex picture of interdisciplinary scholarship.
That method had some limitations. First, the process of selecting informants relied
largely upon nominations by knowledgeable administrators and faculty. These indi-
viduals may have overlooked or even purposely excluded some individuals from con-
sideration. I attempted to resolve any omissions by interviewing additional faculty sug-
gested by informants during the course of the study. Still, an exhaustive selection pro-
cess could not be guaranteed, even on smaller campuses.

My decision to interview only faculty with doctoral degrees in liberal arts fields
constrains the picture of interdisciplinary work presented here. I made this decision
because I assumed that these individuals would have stronger disciplinary views than
faculty from fields such as business and education, which amalgamate a variety of
disciplines. As I interviewed faculty about their graduate training and educational back-
grounds, it became increasingly obvious that some of my assumptions about their
graduate education were mistaken. The amount of work that individuals did outside
their discipline during their doctoral programs varied. Furthermore a few individuals
read widely outside their disciplines of their own volition. I found that I could not
assume that liberal arts doctorates were necessarily less interdisciplinary than doctor-
ates in applied fields such as education, engineering, or business. Including informants
from these and other applied fields may or may not have altered this picture of inter-
disciplinary work. Further study of the relationship between graduate experiences and
interdisciplinarity is needed. Researchers should consider conducting comparative
studies of both traditional disciplinary programs as well as professional and multi-/in-
terdisciplinary programs to illuminate the influences of these kinds of programs on
students’ understandings of and attitudes toward disciplines and interdisciplinarity.

I also limited research sites to faculty in selective liberal arts colleges and univer-
sities. I did not include faculty from interdisciplinary schools or divisions or from insti-
tutions that are committed, through their mission statements and structure, to interdis-
ciplinary study. These institutions and divisions may offer more supportive contexts for
interdisciplinary teaching and research that influence the frequency and quality of
interdisciplinary experiences. I omitted informants from these settings because I as-
sumed that there would be less variation in experiences, epistemologies, and ontolo-
gies among faculty who had already demonstrated a commitment to interdisciplinarity
by their choice of institution or division. Instead I sought a diverse pool of informants
whose range of experiences and beliefs would suggest the scope of interdisciplinary
activities in a typical college or university. A comparative study of faculty in traditional
and interdisciplinary colleges would demonstrate differences and similarities in their
experiences and beliefs.

Finally, I relied on self-reports of interdisciplinary research and teaching. While
it might have been possible for me to examine syllabi, research articles, and books in
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search of evidence of interdisciplinarity, my limited understanding of many of the dis-
ciplines of the faculty would render such judgments suspect, but the alternative choice,
that of restricting the study to faculty in one or two disciplines, would have defeated
the goal of generating a more nuanced picture of interdisciplinary work. I chose in-
stead to use the interviews with faculty as opportunities to extensively question them
about their work, in essence, asking them to teach me about their teaching and re-
search.
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