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Introduction

This enquiry is largely informed by discussions with colleagues in my own institution who are involved in research and teaching which they consider to be interdisciplinary. How are we to understand the term? What is the significance of its current prominence? What are the characteristics of interdisciplinary research and teaching and how are these enabled or frustrated by institutional arrangements? These are the kinds of questions I am interested to explore. 

I am grateful to Michael Davidson, of Nottingham University, who is unable to be here today, for alerting me to the story of Kennewick Man
 which, it seems to me, nicely opens up this field of enquiry.

In July 1996 a skeleton was discovered near Kennewick in the state of Washington. Reported in the New York Times, it was claimed that the Caucasoid nature of these remains added credence to theories that some early inhabitants of North America came from European stock. Further investigation of the remains was needed. Native Americans argued differently. If this individual is truly over 9000 years old, they argued, it only substantiates the theory that the skeleton is of a Native American, rather than a European. From their oral histories they know that their people have been part of the land since the beginning of time. They reject the claim of some scientists, that if this individual is not studied further, they, as Indians, will be destroying evidence of their own history. As Native Americans, they already know their history. It is passed on to them through their elders and through their religious practices (Egan 1999).

Rebecca Tsosie, herself a North American Indian and executive director of the Indian Legal Program at Arizona State University, adds, ‘It would be only too convenient to find that Native Americans are merely another 'immigrant' group with no special claim to lands within the United States’ (Herald 1999). Indian understanding of the past has been disadvantaged in other ways, Tsosie said. She calls scientists ‘secular priests in a culture driven by values of knowledge and progress’ and argues that Indian oral traditions and beliefs don't have to bow to science.‘ If the controversy boils down to a disagreement over who settled America, that shows no hope of ever being resolved - even by scientists who disagree on what 'evidence' counts - then presumably Native American theories on this should be entitled to as much weight as scientific theories,’ Tsosie said.  For ‘western science,’ according to Tsosie, ‘gives us a way of knowing the world, a noble goal, but it's not the only way to establish something as the truth.’ (Wilford 1999)

Six years since the finding of these bones, American courts have still not ruled on the question of whether or not they should be excavated by archaeologists against the wishes of the native Indian groups who claim the right to protect the final resting places of their ancestors.

Now what we have here might be seen as a contest between two cultures, or between two epistemologies, or between two disciplines. Drawing on Foucault’s idea of a ‘regime of truth’, disciplines might be seen as ‘essential structures for systematising, organising and embodying the social and institutional practices upon which both coherent discourse and the legitimate exercise of power depend’ (Lenoir 1993: 73). 

Interdisciplinarity

If we are to understand ‘discipline’ in this way, our case of the Amerindians and the archaeologists seems to be an extreme case of interdisciplinary conflict. The idea of interdisciplinary collaboration, or interdisciplinarity, in this case, seems to be at least somewhat problematic. It is difficult to see how the court, which is still to decide whether or not the site is to be excavated, will be able to reach its decision without giving preference to either the Amerindian or the archaeological set of structures. Or perhaps some further set of legitimating structures could be arrived at to which both parties would consent. But this would seem to amount to an appeal to, or the creation of, a new discipline rather than a case of interdisciplinarity. Indeed, one anxiety for the enthusiasts of interdisciplinarity has been the effective transformation of interdisciplinary fields into new disciplines (McMordie 2001). So we are left with the question, if disciplines do have their own legitimating structures, as Lenoir suggests, under what conditions is interdisciplinarity possible? 

Despite this difficulty, the term ‘interdisciplinarity’ has become a buzzword in universities over the last fifteen years or so. A quick search on the web-site of my own university (University College London) revealed 449 university web sites containing the term ‘interdisciplinarity’ and 371 for ‘multidisciplinarity’. There is a slightly smaller figure for our sister (Kings) College. At a similar institution in USA (Stanfod University), the President recently gave an address on ’The Vital Role of Multidisciplinary Scholarship’ (Hennessy 2002). In this lengthy address, the term ‘multidisciplinar(it)y’ was used almost exclusively. The President rejected the claim that ‘interdisciplinary’ programmes were academically lightweight. But, perhaps typically for a senior manager, no argument was produced. 

We therefore have two stories about interdisciplinarity. According to one, it is the bringing together of different kinds of knowledge and skill, usually in order to solve a problem. The recent ‘Genome Project’ is often (but need not be) seen in this light. The accounts of institutions keen to demonstrate that they are at the leading edge of problem solving research, display this instrumental approach. It is an approach which views the problems of interdisciplinarity primarily in terms of the management of intellectual resources. Interdisciplinarity is explained in terms of the expansion of knowledge and the need for universities to provide for the needs of the economy by directing its research towards practical problems. This is a part of a wider concern for collaboration, particularly in the sciences, that has developed since at least 1993 (Smith 2001: p.137). In its extreme form such ‘interdisciplinarity’ breaks down altogether as the concept of the discipline (upon which the concept of interdisciplinarity depends) becomes increasingly meaningless - an unwarranted metanarrative as the postmodernists would have it - and knowledge is seen to be organised more as a commodity. Indeed Smith’s paper on Collaborative Research (ibid.), following Gibbons et al (1994), associates collaborative research with Mode 2 research, in which the discipline is no longer a central construct (as compared with Mode 1 research in which academic knowledge is conceived in terms of disciplines). In this context the term transdisciplinarity is often used, indicating the collapse of disciplinary boundaries.

In the second account of interdisciplinarity, far from collapsing, the boundaries between disciplines represent sites of contestation between different ‘regimes of truth’ or ‘essential structures’ which are attempting to integrate knowledge. This is a more radical approach, which might be called ‘critical interdisciplinarity’. Its dialectical nature presupposes a strong sense of the 'discipline' while contesting the boundaries and structures that frame particular disciplines. The struggle to resolve the dispute between the Amerindians and archaeologists, referred to above, might be seen as an extreme example of the attempt at such interdisciplinarity. It challenges and politicises dominant disciplinary packaging of knowledge (University of Calgary 2001). 

The situation is more complicated than this, however. For the ‘regimes of truth’ or ‘essential structures’ of many disciplines, at many times, are hotly contested within disciplines. There may even be more agreement between academics working in different disciplines than there is between members of the same discipline. As Amarglio et al (1993) argue, for example, ‘Marxian economic thought shares more concepts, approaches and methods – may have more discursive regularity – with Marxian literary theory than do Marxian economic thought and neo-classical economic theory’ (p.151). Thus, if it is ‘a regime of truth’, or ‘essential structures’, that distinguish disciplines, then Marxist economists and Marxists literary theorists, might be said to belong to the same discipline more than do Marxist economists and neo-classical economists.

Taking this point one stage further, one can plausibly argue that, at least within some disciplines at some times, contestation between participants about the ‘essential structures’ of the discipline is itself an essential feature of the discipline. As a head of a prominent department of architecture put it: ‘Architecture is a discipline in which the question “What is architecture?” must always be a valid and live question. Once we stop asking that question the discipline is dead.’ (Rowland 2002). From this perspective it is not simply interdisciplinarity that represents a site of contestation, but that disciplinarity itself is, or should be, such a site. From this point of view, contestation about the 'regimes of truth’ and ‘systematising of structures’ embodied in knowledge is fundamental to all university intellectual work, not only for those working across the largely institutional boundaries represented by the disciplines.   

It may be misleading; however, to talk of interdisciplinarity as relating to intellectual work which is exclusive to higher, rather than earlier or wider, phases of education. At a recent seminar in a Canadian University, interdisciplinary study in higher education was equated with curriculum integration in schools, which has intensified in Canada over the last fifteen years (Panayotidis 2001). While this approach is not currently fashionable in the UK, where the National Curriculum has succeeded in fragmenting the curriculum within narrow confines, it was a generation ago. In the 1960s, books advocating interdisciplinary work in the primary classroom, such as The Integrated Day in the Primary Classroom (Brown and Precious, 1968), recommended an approach which was supported by the influential government sponsored Plowden Report (CACE 1967) and can arguably be seen to be underpinned by prominent educational philosophers at the time (such as Dearden, 1968). I do not want to be diverted into a further set of questions which arise if we consider intedisciplinarity as a feature of earlier phases of education, or indeed the history of primary education in UK. It is significant to note, however, that moves towards integrated forms of study at primary school level – like moves towards interdisciplinary study in higher education – are at best recommended for their emphasis upon a critical questioning approach, and at worst are accused of lacking disciplinary rigour and being academically lightweight. Interesting parallels might be drawn between the enthusiasm for the ‘integrated day’ during the late 60s and 70s in UK primary education (and its subsequent demise through the 80s and 90s), and the current enthusiasm for interdisciplinary studies in higher education. Both have been fuelled by enlightened progressivism, yet risk being undermined by narrow pragmatism.

My interest, then, in exploring the possibilities of interdisciplinary research and teaching is not so much to advocate interdisciplinary work as such – with its various interpretations and contradictions – but rather to examine interdisciplinary study as a possible (but not inevitable) site of contestation. Under what conditions does interdisciplinary work engage academics and students in criticism and contestation? How can such work fulfil these features which Barnett (1997) claims to be fundamental to a higher education?      

An interdisciplinarity study group

It was with these questions in mind that I invited a group of academic staff from my own institution to explore the issue further. Each was involved in teaching and research which they judged to be interdisciplinary, and expressed an interest in discussing the problems and possibilities of this sort of work. They were invited to meet for informal ‘after work’ discussions around any issues that were significant to them in this area. The group consisted of about ten people from a range of interdisciplinary departments (such as Environmental Design and Planning, Science and Technology Studies, Development Planning) as well as more traditional disciplinary departments (such as French, English). The group has met once a term over eighteen months so far with a current plan that we should meet more frequently. The meetings were not seen as being part of any formal research programme, but rather as an opportunity to share ideas in a relaxed setting. Given their informality and the pressures of university life, most of the meetings were not fully attended. The group is still very much in its early stages and it is only appropriate at this moment to identify a selection of themes, questions and insights that have emerged so far. Each represents an area that might usefully be the focus of more systematic research. For ease of presentation, I have identified these themes as problems and possibilities.

Problems and possibilities

1. Valuing interdisciplinary research. There was an impression that funders tend to give little regard for interdisciplinary research proposals. This is interesting in the light of the fact that most funding councils have explicitly sought submissions for such research. The impression may well be created by the fact that panels who judge proposals are rarely drawn from individuals who themselves have experience of interdisciplinary work. It may also relate to the further observation that Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) panels give little value to interdisciplinary work. This criticism is interesting in the light of the British Academy’s Report of 1996 Research Capability of the University System (The Harrison Report) (NAPAG 1996) which found that the ways in which research was assessed, in particular through the RAE, ‘have tended to disadvantage interdisciplinary fields of research’ (p.18). There is little evidence that any changes have taken place in the RAE to ameliorate this tendency. Given the discussion above, however, of the varied and often inarticulate notions of what is meant by ‘interdisciplinary research’, it may well be that such work is supported, or not, depending upon the definition employed.

2. Refereed journals tend to be focussed on narrow disciplinary fields. This may well be related to the above point, the problem again being that panels who make judgements about proposals for publication tend to be drawn from disciplinary perspectives which are central to the major concerns of the journal. Submissions from the fringes are readily expelled by those central to what Becher (1989) calls the ‘disciplinary ideology’, which is ever concerned to defend its boundaries. It seems again that despite the current rhetoric of university managers and external funders to promote interdisciplinarity, the established university culture of academic journals may well inhibit it. This could be viewed as a form of inbuilt conservatism, or as a proper concern to defend disciplinary knowledge from increasing commodification and the associated undermining of disciplinary integrity. 

3. Departmental boundaries. Whatever sense we are to make of the concept of a discipline, in the light of the preceding discussion, it appears that disciplinary boundaries and departmental boundaries are not the same thing. While some complained that the institutional difficulties of working across departmental boundaries inhibited interdisciplinary collaboration, others claimed that interdisciplary collaboration within departments was also difficult. While fragmentation within departments disables communication between colleagues (Rowland 2002), bureaucratic structures exacerbate this effect. One consequence is a lack of reflective space in which the kind of critical conversations can take place that stimulates critical forms of interdisciplinarity. As a consequence, interdisciplinarity is often seen as presenting a management, rather than intellectual, problem which is open to managerial solutions. This tends to promote instrumental rather than critical forms of interdisciplinary collaboration. Some criticised the efforts of university managers to set up interdisciplinary institutional structures. Instead, it was argued, interdisciplinary work is best developed ‘from the bottom up’.

4. A culture of risk aversion. Stimulating interdisciplinary work ‘from the bottom up’ is risky, however. One often needs to keep trying in the face of conflicting possibilities. Interdisciplinary collaboration also inevitably faces the possibility of redundancy and the risk of failure. The dominant regime of accountability discourages risk taking.

5. Disciplinary insecurity. Some disciplines are more clearly defined than others. It is commonly held, for example, that the natural sciences tend to be more confident in their disciplinary status than disciplines in the arts, humanities and professionally related areas. It is important to remember, however, that even physics only became an established discipline in the mid nineteenth century and some of the boundaries between the natural sciences seem much less secure now than they did a generation ago. It was claimed by people who identified their discipline as being less secure (English Literature, Education) that this quality actually encouraged attempts to seek collaborative relationships with others from different disciplines. 

One might expect, however, quite the opposite tendency: that insecure disciplines are, for that very reason, concerned to protect and defend their boundaries against incursion. The development of psychology as a discipline during the early 19th Century might be seen as an instance of a new discipline which was concerned to establish itself as a natural science and thus defended itself from more humanistic forms of enquiry.

Perhaps a distinction here needs to be made between insecurity which arises from a perfectly proper concern to keep ‘regimes of truth’ open to reinterpretation, and insecurity which arises from a concern to establish an emergent discipline within a wider field of disciplines competing for resources and status. 
6. Instrumental and Critical Interdisciplinarity. These different versions of interdisciplinarity, as described above, were returned to at a number of points in the discussions. In one case – Medical Humanities – this relatively new interdisciplinary field was described as being open to both interpretations. It could be seen as being instrumental to the solution of medical problems and the improvement of medical practice. Looked at from this perspective it can be seen as offering a range of educational and professional practices which help to create better doctors. On the other hand it can be viewed as raising critical questions which pose quite different understandings of the whole project of medicine. From this perspective, the application of ways of thinking from the arts and humanities can raise important questions about what it is to be a doctor and thus challenge the social structures in which medical practices are located. These two different accounts – instrumental and critical – have been given of the same educational and professional developments (including programmes of teaching and research by a small group of academic staff working together. While the two perspectives are not necessarily completely exclusive, there is at least a tension between them in terms of both the purposes and the methods of working. While one aims to improve practice, the other challenges the assumptions underlying the criteria for making judgements about improvement. The distinction here between improvement and critical reappraisal is similar to the distinction often drawn between technical and critical action research (Carr & Kemmis 1986).

In an age of supercomplexity (Barnett 2000), in which professionals are not only uncertain about their competence, but uncertain also about their deeper sense of purpose and identity, such interdisciplinary study and research can provide a stimulus for addressing such issues. 

7. Problem based interdisciplinarity. The increased interest in interdisciplinarity in university teaching and research is related to the ways in which the ‘problem’ is increasingly seen to be at the centre of educational and research activity. Problem based learning (PBL) and problem-focused research both make claims to interdisciplinary strength and, in the case of PBL, this is justified on pedagogical grounds. There were discussions of the ways in which architecture and medicine might be brought together to bear upon the ‘problem’ of the doctor-patient consultation. Working together, such disciplinary difference can lead to more coherent and fuller accounts of the events. From this perspective, it might be said that interdisciplinarity is best thought of not so much in terms of disciplines, but in terms of problems. Addressing problems from different perspectives then leads to a kind of ‘conversation’ that is interdisciplinary. The question then, however, becomes one of whether such conversations are critical or instrumental in their orientation.

Conclusion

The exploration of these issues is at a very early stage. While a theoretical account of critical interdisciplinarity has been offered by a number of writers including Barnett (1997), there is a need to understand how the concept is developing – and the term itself is understood – in academic settings. What does seem to be clear from initial discussions, is the extent to which disciplines, and thus interdisciplarity, or strongly shaped by institutional and social arrangements. What is much less clear, however, is the extent to which institutional changes (such as the reorganisation of Faculties and Schools in many UK universities) might enhance or undermine possibilities for critical enquiry, be it interdisciplinary or disciplinary. If interdisciplinary teaching and research are potential sites of contestation, we need to know more about how such sites might be created, nourished and celebrated.
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