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We are now come to a period of rational knowledges; wherein if I have made the
divisions other than those that are received, yet I would not be thought to disal-
low all those divisions which I do not use.
Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning, 1605

Now one of the chief errors of thought is to continue to think in one set of
forms, categories, ideas, etc., when the object, the content, has moved on, has
created or laid premises for an extension, a development of thought.

C. L. R. James, Notes on Dialectics, 1981
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INTRODUCTION:

Interdisciplinary Claims

wo claims about knowledge appear widely today. The first claim is that

knowledge is increasingly interdisciplinary. The reasons cited for this
change vary, but the results are similar. The pressing weight of social and
technological problems, breakthroughs in research, new scholarship, and
new demands on the curriculum have put a slogan of the 1960s and 1970s
back on the academic agenda— “Interdisciplinarity has come of age” (Schiitze
1985, 9). The second and related claim is that boundary crossing has become
a defining characteristic of the age. Definitions of a boundary differ, ranging
from demarcations of science from nonscience to divisions of geographical
land and political power. Nevertheless, over time and specialist domains,
“boundary” has become a new keyword in discussions of knowledge.

Boundary Work

The rhetoric of boundaries is signified by spatial metaphors of turf, territory,
and domain. Metaphors of place call attention to the ways categories and
classifications stake out differences. Boundary work is the composite set of
claims, activities, and institutional structures that define and protect knowl-
edge practices. People work directly and through institutions to create, main-
tain, break down, and reformulate boundaries between knowledge units. As
legitimacy and authority are attached to ideas, reputational systems are cre-
ated, and knowledge becomes hierarchically stratified (Fisher 1993, 13-14;
Shapin 1992, 335).

In studies of science, where the concept of boundary work arose, the pri-
mary focus has been disciplinary formations (Gieryn 1983, 1995; Shapin
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2 Introduction

1992). In studying the Social Science Research Council, Donald Fisher ap-
plied the concept to interdisciplinary activities (1990, 1993). Boundary work
occurs in all knowledge fields though, because the problem of boundaries is
universal. This book further develops the concept of boundary work by inves-
tigating an important but understudied example. In emphasizing boundary
formation and maintenance, previous studies have tended to treat boundary
crossing as an anomaly, a peripheral event, or a developmental stage. At this
historical point, however, the interactions and reorganizations that boundary
crossing creates are as central to the production and organization of knowl-
edge as boundary formation and maintenance.

The introduction and part 1 explore the reasons. The introduction defines
interdisciplinary claims and the ways they are theorized. Part 1 examines the
institutional contexts of interdisciplinary activity, the reasons for boundary
permeation, and the boundary work that occurs in interdisciplinary practices.
Boundary crossing stimulates the formation of trading zones of interaction,
interlanguages, hybrid communities and professional roles, new institutional
structures, and new categories of knowledge. Interdisciplinary activities,
though, do not escape the boundary work of defining and legitimating claims.
Part 2 applies the conceptual framework developed in part 1 in case studies
at three levels: interdisciplinary fields, an individual discipline, and a national
research system. The book concludes with a discussion of three issues that
are crucial to the future prospects of interdisciplinary activity: integrative
process, criteria of judgment, and institutional strategies.

The intended audience is wide, like that of my two earlier books. It in-
cludes anyone who is contemplating, engaging in, evaluating, or reflecting on
interdisciplinary activity. It differs from the earlier books in several respects.
Interdisciplinarity: History, Theory, and Practice (Klein 1990b) was a descrip-
tive overview, intended to provide a basis for common discourse. The focus
was definition and description. Interdisciplinary Studies Today (Klein and
Doty 1994) was a handbook, intended to provide a guide to interdisciplinary
curriculum by leading experts. The focus was educational practice. This
work takes the next step by developing a conceptual framework for under-
standing, studying, and supporting interdisciplinary practices. The focus is
the production and organization of interdisciplinary knowledge.

This focus places the book at the intersection of several converging in-
quiries. Over the past two decades, the growing field of knowledge studies
has produced a fuller picture of disciplinary, professional, and interdiscipli-
nary knowledges. The methodology of studying knowledge has also ex-
panded beyond traditional questions of epistemology to include interviews
and surveys, ethnographic studies, conversation and discourse analysis, cita-
tion analysis, critical historiography, archival research, and empirical analysis
of research groups and sites as well as organizational analysis of the higher
education system. Studying interdisciplinary activities places a greater onus
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on archival research. The discourse of interdisciplinarity is dispersed across
an expanse of disconnected literatures. It must be collected and rendered
visible. The task of collecting, though, is not separate from critical historiog-
raphy and discourse analysis. The origins of claims must be reconstructed
and the relation between discourse about interdisciplinarity and what hap-
pens in everyday practice assessed.

Location is an important theme in this analysis. All knowledge is located,
whether, to echo Michel de Certeau, the space of inquiry is a routine, prac-
ticed place or a negotiated, contested space (1984, 139). The question of
knowledge space is not unlike the question of cartography, an analogy rein-
forced by the metaphor of mapping knowledge. Historical European cartog-
raphy produced a system of mapping geographical and political space that
symbolically segmented the world by lines of longitude and latitude forming
territorial quadrangles. These divisions were further subdivided into smaller
measurements of degrees, hours, minutes, and seconds. Taken together, they
formed a mosaic of reference points. Although they were handy for dividing
up sovereign territory, their accuracy was problematic, and disputes over ter-
ritorial lines inevitably arose. The 1884 partitioning of Africa illustrates why.
Of the colonial borders that dissected the continent, 44 percent originated
from map parallels and meridians. An additional 30 percent were arbitrary
curves and straight lines. Yet only one-fourth of them corresponded to de-
fined topographical features such as lakes, rivers, mountains, or valleys. This
system of demarcations also ignored the presence of frontier systems and
zones (Stoddard 1991, 6).

Comparably, traditional studies of disciplinarity have produced a mislead-
ingly simple account of knowledge fields and their associated academic com-
munities. Extending the metaphor of mapping knowledge, Tony Becher
highlights the variety of forms and practices. The earth comprises many topo-
graphical patterns (tropical versus temperate, mountainous versus maritime);
cross-national connections (ethnic origins, political creeds, religious affilia-
tions); economic, functional, and occupational similarities (concentrations of
industrialized zones, areas producing raw materials or providing service ac-
tivities); and broad social and cultural features (urban as opposed to rural ways
of life). Their counterparts in knowledge territories include basic characteris-
tics (hard, quantitative, and cumulative or soft, qualitative, and reiterative,
pure or applied), shared theories or ideologies (catastrophe theory, Marxism),
common techniques (electron microscopy, computer modeling), and socio-
cultural characteristics (the people-to-problem ratio, frequency and form of
publication, incidence of collaborative work, nature of competition) (Becher
1990, 335-36, 343 -44).

The remapping of knowledge to include this variety and new interdisci-
plinary fields has highlighted the current extent of boundary crossing. The
long-term structural trend of academic institutions has been in the direction
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of greater specialization, professionalization, departmentalization, and frag-
mentation. Yet, cross-fertilizations, overlaps, and exchanges are proliferating
(Dogan and Pahre 1990, 85). This development has two implications. The
first implication is academic structure. For much of the twentieth century,
the surface structure of academic institutions has been dominated by disci-
plinarities. Interdisciplinarities tended to be located in the “shadow struc-
ture,” to borrow Charles Lemert’s term for the composite set of structures
and strategies that challenge the prevailing metaphor of disciplinary depth
(1990, 6). In the latter half of the twentieth century, the balance of surface
and shadow structure is changing as heterogeneity, hybridity, complexity,
and interdisciplinarity become characterizing traits of knowledge.

The second implication is the relationship between disciplinarity and in-
terdisciplinarity. The relationship is often depicted as an opposition, a para-
dox, or a dichotomy (Roederer 1988, 659; Klein 1990b, 106). Close inspec-
tion of boundary crossing reveals that disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity
are productive tensions in a dynamic of supplement, complement, and cri-
tique. New macromodels of knowledge and microanalyses of knowledge cul-
tures dispute the validity of standard models. Standard models posit a uni-
formity of disciplines that is belied by the heterogeneity of practices and
disputes over what constitutes the discipline “proper.” Standard models of
disciplinarity have tended, in turn, to promote standard models of interdis-
ciplinarity as relating or integrating existing theories, models, and contents
through collaboration. These activities occur, but in failing to situate disci-
plinarity and interdisciplinarity historically and socially, standard models
have minimized historical change and the diversity of rationales, forms, out-
comes, and problems (Squires 1992, 202, 204).

Mapping interdisciplinary activities is not easy. The task of understanding
is complicated by the “jungle of phenomena” (Huber 1992a, 195). Interdis-
ciplinary activities compose a complex and contradictory set of practices lo-
cated along shifting coordinates. The inevitable result of much interdiscipli-
nary study, if not its ostensible purpose, Giles Gunn rightly notes, has been
to dispute and disorder conventional understandings of relations between
the most fundamental concepts of knowledge description—origin and ter-
minus, center and periphery, focus and margin, inside and outside (1992a),
249). Mapping is also complicated by the multiple boundaries being crossed
in interdisciplinary activities. They are not strictly disciplinary or academic.

The boundaries include demarcations of academic and popular knowl-
edge (in esoteric knowledge versus everyday life), science versus nonscience
(pseudoscience and applications of science), disciplines (physics versus chem-
istry or biology), subdisciplinary specialties (economic, social, and political
history), hybrid fields (social psychology, environmental studies, and materi-
als science), disciplinary clusters (science, technology, social science, and hu-
manities), taxonomic categories (hard versus soft knowledge, basic versus ap-
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plied research), learning skills (integrative thinking, literacy, comparative
methodology, and the ability to deal with diversity), knowledge activities
(transmission versus discovery, explanation versus interpretation), knowl-
edge forms (quantitative versus qualitative, objective versus subjective and
normative), and sectors of society (industry, academe, government, and the
public).

Even in a single area a boundary complex exists. Feminist practices, for ex-
ample, engage the multiple boundaries of knowing and doing; subjective and
objectified consciousness; gender, race, class, and culture; disciplinary, pro-
fessional, and interdisciplinary affiliations. Comparably, in different realms,
research in molecular biology and in computer sciences crosses the bounda-
ries of academic disciplines, pure and applied research, sanctioned and de-
sanctioned roles of scientists, and assumptions about what constitute proper
divisions of academic, government, and industrial work. To understand a
single boundary crossing, we must untangle a complex set of interests, ac-
tions, and structures.

Whether implicit or explicit, arguments about knowledge are often guided
by metaphors (Becher 1990, 333). Over the past several decades, metaphors
of knowledge description have shifted from the static logic of foundation and
structure to the dynamic properties of network, web, system, field, and topo-
logical metaphors that describe relations among elements, such as joints,
points of connection, boundedness, overlaps, interconnections, interpenetra-
tions, breaks, and cracks (Goldman 1995, 222—-23). Of these metaphors, field
is the most powerful. In defining field (champ) as a separate social universe
with its own laws of functioning and specific relations of force, Pierre Bour-
dieu (1993) provided a model for understanding academic knowledge. In
everyday language the word “field” denotes any set of recurring activities,
whether aerobics, comparative literature, or as Bourdieu used the term, artis-
tic, cultural, religious, juridical, and university fields (Posner 1988). The uni-
versity field, like any other, is the locus of struggles to determine the condi-
tions and criteria of legitimate membership and hierarchy. Interdisciplinarity
is a contested concept that enters the university field in the form of diverse
claims.

Arguing Knowledge

The claims that prompt this inquiry—that knowledge is increasingly inter-
disciplinary and boundary crossing commonplace—imply an equally promi-
nent claim even as they cast doubt on it. Burton Clark framed the argument
in his 1983 book The Higher Education System: “In short, the discipline
rather than the institution tends to become the dominant force in the work-
ing lives of academics. To stress the primacy of discipline is to change our
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perception of enterprises and systems: we see the university or college as a
collection of local chapters of national and international disciplines, chapters
that import and implant the orientations to knowledge, the norms, and the
customs of the larger fields. The control of work shifts toward the internal
controls of the disciplines, whatever their nature” (16).

Disciplinarity in its present form is the result of a relatively recent devel-
opment, little more than a century old. Nevertheless, its effects are visible
throughout the knowledge system, from the organization of research and cut-
riculum to criteria of excellence in the decisions of editorial boards, funding
agencies, and tenure and promotion committees. Disciplinarity is so power-
ful, Clark adds, that it constitutes a “first principle.” Knowledge specialties
are the “fundaments on which all else is constructed.” Patterns of academic
specialization are especially strong in the United States, but their effects are
visible worldwide: “No developed or semi-developed country is without or-
ganized academic disciplines, reflected nationally in such a common form as
the learned society” (35). As a dominant principle, disciplinarity has the force
of necessity, implying that the academic institution could hardly be struc-
tured otherwise and emplotting knowledge in a narrative of increasingly spe-
cialized material.

Interdisciplinary claims highlight other developments. The National Re-
search Council (NRC), a private advisory body in the United States, called
attention to these developments in a 1986 report on the discipline of physics:

The interface between physics and chemistry has been crossed so often in
both directions that its exact location is obscure; its passage is signaled
more by gradual changes in language and approach than by any sharp de-
marcation in content. It has been a source of continual advances in concept
and application all across the science of molecules and atoms, surfaces and
interfaces, and fluids and solids. Yet, in spite of this, the degree of direct,
collaborative interaction between physicists and chemists in the United
States, especially at universities, has remained surprisingly limited. These
relationships have recently begun to grow, especially in the region of inter-
disciplinary overlap. (Scientific Interfaces and Technological Applications.
1986, 53)

Although they are not restricted to science and technology, the changes
highlighted in the NRC’s description of physics are dramatically evident in the
emergence of materials science as a hybrid discipline, the cross-fertilizations
stimulated by new computational machinery and concepts, the integration of
physical methods into biological research, and widespread crossing of the
traditional boundaries separating basic science from engineering. Yet even as
the cultures of physicists and chemists are merging at major synchrotron fa-
cilities, even as the boundaries between chemistry, physics, and to an extent
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biology have blurred in macromolecular research, academic reward systems
continue to favor institutionalized disciplinary categories. Consequently, in-
terdisciplinary research remains circumscribed. Although positing a different
picture than Clark does, the NRC’s account is still framed by the power of
disciplinarity, emplotting knowledge in a narrative of bridge building and
accommodation .

In remapping German studies, Jeffrey Peck presents a different claim:

As a model for interdisciplinary study, German Studies, as a discursive for-
mation, becomes that site or strategic location where the discipline reflects
on itself and its practices, both critical and academic, where the variety of
discourses about Germany—the literary, political, sociological—converge
or diverge. As the in-between-space where the clash of multiple subjectivi-
ties can foreground difference, it stimulates reflection on how such a new
object is constituted. It is at this in-between level where Germany is
constructed, talked about, and represented by the practitioners of the
fields that make up the more differentiated practice of German Studies.
(1989, 184)

Peck redefines discipline as a new and differentiated site. This argument
is advanced in feminism, cultural studies, and many poststructuralist prac-
tices. It critiques the way disciplines and even many interdisciplinary pro-
grams divide rather than connect. It is a decidedly plural claim. Some, like
Peck, argue that boundaries should not be dissolved but should be continu-
ally crossed, enabling alternative structures and new inquiries to emerge.
Others argue, more radically, that nothing less than a dedisciplining of
knowledge has occurred. Disciplines, they contend, are archaic structures.
Academic departments, in Charles Lemert’s words, are “organizational rest-
ing places for professionally committed scholars, many of whom do intellec-
tual work so far beyond being even inter- or multidisciplinary as to be post-
disciplinary” (1989, 13). In all oppositional critique, though, the site of
inquiry is reconstituted as objects are unbounded, emplotting knowledge in
a narrative of decentered paradigms and structural transformation.

All three claims are valid depictions of knowledge, because the forces that
shape them operate simultaneously. Clark reaffirms the prominence of disci-
plinarity. The NRC highlights activities that range from borrowing methods
and concepts to forming new hybrid fields. Peck calls attention to new critical
practices Even these examples, though, do not account for the entire range
of forces that have fostered the belief that knowledge is “increasingly inter-
disciplinary.” Several refrains punctuate the chant of interdisciplinary fer-
ment. Breakthroughs at the “frontier” and the “cutting edge” of research
and scholarship are often deemed interdisciplinary. The complexity of mod-
em intellectual, social, technological, and economic problems also requires
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integrative approaches and collaborative skills. In a more diffuse, subtle,
and slower way, the daily flow of influence and techniques across subjects
creates an interdisciplinary presence even in the heart of disciplinary domains
(Squires 1992, 202, 209).

Claims differ not only across fields but also within them. Members of hu-
manities disciplines, for instance, invoke a range of authorities from Plato,
the Renaissance humanists, and Hegel to Geertz, Derrida, and Fish. Ancient
ideas of unified science, general knowledge, synthesis, and integration of
knowledge remain powerful warrants for interdisciplinary thought in the hu-
manities and in general and liberal education. Yet poststructuralist practices
and disciplinary critique create conflicting claims that oppose traditional no-
tions of unity and organic relation. These claims are linked with new practices
and fields that seek to transform existing disciplinary structures and modes
of inquiry.

Educators also have a range of precedents, from Plato’s Academy to the
general education movement in the early decades of the twentieth century
and the core curriculum movement in the 1930s and 1940s. The strongest
association is with the 1960s and 1970s, a time when the idea of interdiscipli-
narity was closely entwined with worldwide calls for restructuring knowledge
and society. So strong is the connection that in calling an international con-
ference on the concept, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment treated it as an innovation of the era, born of the need for univer-
sities to renew themselves (Schiitze 1985, 9).

Claims in social science are equally plural. The idea that social science dis-
ciplines were originally interdisciplinary echoes a widespread belief about all
disciplines. In psychology, for example, the work of eminent late nineteenth-
century pioneers of psychology— William James, Harry S. Sullivan, and Fritz
Heider—is characterized as “interdisciplinary” (Harvey 1981, xv). More ac-
curately, the early disciplines of today’s academy were “predisciplinary” and
their members “predisciplinarians,” not “multi-” or “interdisciplinarians” in
the modern sense (Swoboda 1979, 60). Reclamation of an interdisciplinary
past is a common strategy in legitimating interdisciplinary work. In discipli-
nary histories, though, interdisciplinary origin tends to invoke a prehistory of
knowledge. In interdisciplinary histories it tends to authorize a foundation or
a competing epistemology.

Roberta Frank suggests that the concept of interdisciplinarity was prob-
ably born in New York City in the mid-1920s at the corner of Forty-second
Street and Madison Avenue—surely a record for genealogical specificity. The
offices of the Social Science Research Council (SSRC) were at Forty-second
and Madison. During the 1930s the term was used in the SSRC as a kind of
“bureaucratic shorthand” for research involving two or more of the several
professional societies of the Council. The first citation of “interdisciplinary”
in Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary and A Supplement to the Oxford
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English Dictionary is, in fact, a reference to a December 1937 issue of the
Journal of Educational Sociology and a subsequent notice regarding post-
doctoral fellowships of the Social Science Research Council (Frank 1988, 91,
94-95). Yet interdisciplinary claims are also anchored on other ground, from
the earlier movements known as unity of science, culture-personality, and
behavioralism to new hybrid domains such as social psychology and new
practices of interpretive social science.

One particular claim caught the attention of an unusually wide audience,
stirring interest well beyond the social sciences. In 1980 Clifford Geertz com-
mented on the enormous amount of genre mixing in the social sciences and
humanities. Society is less often represented as an elaborate machine or quasi
organism—explained in terms of covering laws, unified science, and opera-
tionalism—than as a game, a drama, a text, or in terms of cognitive aesthetics,
discourse, and speech-act analysis. These are not isolated events. They are
part of a cultural shift from explanations based on physical processes to sym-
bolic forms. This shift has been occurring among an important segment of
social scientists. Conventions of interpretation remain, yet they are more than
ever built to accommodate a situation that Geertz described as “fluid, plural,
uncentered, and ineradicably untidy.” The resulting destabilization has rein-
forced challenges to some of the central assumptions of mainstream social
science.

Claims in science likewise vary. In the geological sciences, plate tectonics
has the stature of precedent. In the life sciences, biochemistry and molecular
biology enjoy pride of place. Problem-focused researchers, engineers, and
many scientists locate historical origins in the 1940s and 1950s, citing the
Manhattan Project, operations research, and the mission orientation of the
United States Department of Agriculture. By the 1960s interdisciplinarity
had become a recognized force in space research. By the 1970s and 1980s the
idea was linked with research in areas of keen international economic com-
petition, especially manufacturing, computer sciences, and biotechnology.
As the NRC’s report suggests, it was also becoming part of disciplinary
description.

As the scope of examples demonstrates, interdisciplinarity is both a per-
manent and a transient issue (Squires 1992, 201). Yet the rhetoric of the new
is accentuated in the dispersed scholarship on the subject, the reports of
learned societies, the recommendations of educational commissions, and
even the public media. The New York Times periodically heralds new re-
search developments under the banner of interdisciplinarity. In a recent spe-
cial issue on graduate schools, U.S. News and World Report characterized
interdisciplinarity as “the buzzword of the moment” and interdisciplinary
studies as the new fashion in the “trendy world of American higher educa-
tion.” The news story correctly notes the contemporary examples of geron-
tology, cognitive sciences, cultural studies, comparative arts, women’s studies,
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science and technology, and environmental policy (Henderson 1994, 73). It
is, though, historically short-sighted. Interdisciplinary claims usually have a
deeper history, and older thematics are often redeployed under new names.

By the time the word appeared on a banner at the barricades of student
strikes in the Paris of May 1968—“pluridisciplinarité et interdisciplinarité:
deux termes barbares, méme s’ils sont d’actualité” —it was already regarded
in some quarters as a familiar, even overworked slogan. During the 1960s it
changed from scattered occurrences into “a kind of weather.” From that
point forward “the stretching out of syllables” moved hand in hand with
extensions of meaning. Little wonder then that by 1977 “interdisciplinary”
had made it into The Dictionary of Diseased English (Frank 1988, 98—99), or
that Dogan and Pahre recently proposed that the word be banished from the
language as “virtually devoid of real meaning today” (1990, 65).

The problem is not that the word is devoid of meaning. It is replete with
meaning—conflicting meaning. The concept is plural, because the idea of
interaction between disciplines involves differing tasks on numerous human
and categorical levels (Broido 1979, 246). These differences surface in dis-
putes over terminology. Calling a given boundary crossing a subdisciplinary
exchange, a multidisciplinary affiliation, an interdisciplinary solution, an in-
tegrative approach, a collaborative project, a transdisciplinary paradigm, or
a cross-disciplinary critique is itself a form of boundary work. The claims
codified in terminology reflect differing notions of what constitutes a dis-
cipline, philosophical and sociopolitical viewpoints, and opinions about
whether interdisciplinarity is primarily an issue of research, education, or ad-
ministration (Kockelmans 1979a, 125).

These differences are not exclusively academic. The possibilities and limits
of interaction are embedded in the society at large (Kann 1979, 186). Theo-
ries about interdisciplinarity are also theories about knowledge and culture.

Theorizing Claims

Interdisciplinary claims are theorized in many ways, though claims and re-
lated activities may be viewed in terms of where they lie along a spectrum of
argument. At one end, instrumentalism posits interdisciplinarity as an em-
pirical problem (Eisel 1992, 243). At the other end, epistemology posits in-
terdisciplinarity as a theoretical problem. Solving social and technological
problems and borrowing tools and methods exemplify instrumentalism. The
search for unified knowledge and critique exemplify the other end of the
spectrum. The difference is embodied in two metaphors identified by the
Nuffield Foundation: bridge building and restructuring.

Bridge building is more common. It takes place between complete and
firm disciplines and frequently has an applied orientation (Interdisciplinarity
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1975, 42-47). Most instrumental projects are forms of bridge building. The
first major interdisciplinary movement in the social sciences, dating from the
close of World War I to the 1930s, was also a form of bridge building. Quan-
titative methods were borrowed from the sciences. Bridge builders do not
tend to engage in critical reflection on problem choice, the epistemology of
the disciplines being used, or the logic of disciplinary structure.

In contrast, restructuring changes parts of disciplines. It often embodies,
as well, a critique of the state of the disciplines being restructured and, either
implicitly or explicitly, the prevailing structure of knowledge. Restructuring
is less common and more radical. In transgressing boundaries and generating
new visions, feminist practices constitute a form of restructuring (Peterson
1993, 260). The second interdisciplinary movement in the social sciences,
dating from the close of World War II, was also a form of restructuring. De-
velopments in logic and in philosophy and sociology of science stimulated a
search for new integrative categories. This search was manifested in new in-
tegrated social science courses and programs, the concept of behavioral sci-
ence, and crosscutting concepts such as area, information, communication,
decision making, role, and status (Landau, Proshansky, and Ittelson 1962,
11-15).

Bryan Turner’s (1990) analysis of the medical curriculum illustrates the
difference between bridge building and restructuring. Interdisciplinarity in
social medicine and sociology of health emerged as an epistemological goal.
Researchers focus on the complex causality of illness and disease and the
corresponding assertion that any valid therapeutics must be based in a holis-
tic view of the patient. In contrast, in research centers based on teamwork
and solving social and technological problems, interdisciplinarity has been an
unintended consequence of economic necessity, not scientific theory. A prag-
matic stance renders universities instruments for the production of skills, re-
placing questions of epistemology with the pragmatics of reliability, efficiency,
and commercial value. An epistemologically creative and critical stance
toward disciplinarity holds out the promise of a coherent map of knowledge.
Yet even postmodernism in social theory, which challenges monodisciplinar-
ity and professional autonomy, may exacerbate fragmentation by creating
even more units of knowledge production (Turner 1990).

The Nuffield Foundation identified a third, less common possibility—
transdisciplinary integration around an overarching concept or theory. The
term “transdisciplinary” usually labels a paradigm or vision that transcends
narrow disciplinary worldviews through overarching synthesis (Miller 1982,
20-22). Transdisciplinary schemata are based in older notions of unity and
simplicity as well as new searches for coherence and connection in the mod-
ern world. The modern paradigms of general systems theory, structuralism,
and Marxism have attempted to organize knowledge at a higher, more com-
prehensive level. Similarly, Erich Jantsch’s vision of the entire system of edu-
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cation and innovation was a proposal to reorder knowledge and institutional
structure (1972, 104). At present, the Centre International de Recherches
et Etudes Transdisciplinaires in Paris has adapted the term to distinguish
older forms of interdisciplinary cooperation from a new search for unity of
knowledge and culture shaped by the worldview of complexity in science
(UNESCO 1994).

The pressing weight of instrumental claims has led to a skewed picture of
interdisciplinarity. In 1982 the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) declared that interdisciplinarity exogenous to the uni-
versity now takes priority over endogenous university interdisciplinarity. The
exogenous originates in the continuous momentum created by “real” prob-
lems of the community and the demand that universities perform their full
social mission. In the OECD formulation, the endogenous is based on pro-
duction of new knowledge with the aim of realizing unity of science. Exoge-
nous interdisciplinarity forever questions the disciplines on the validity of
demarcations they apply to life. If health, for instance, is the starting point
for interrogating biological science, no boundaries can be accepted between
physiology and ethnology or between biology and psychology. If the starting
point is education, the interaction of sociological and psychological aspects
or the functions of an institution and teaching practices is perceived as nec-
essary. Similarly, industrial practice is no longer viewed as simply applied
physics or applied economics. Each time, “reality” must be approached from
different angles and a vital role accorded to relations among them. The mo-
ment universities organize their activities around such problems, not disci-
plines, interdisciplinarity ceases to be a mere teaching device or vision. It
becomes an organizational need (Unzversity and the Community 1982, 130).

The OECD’s claim that exogenous interdisciplinarity now takes priority is
valid to the extent that demands for social and economic relevance have
heightened the legitimacy of problem-solving projects, many of them funded
by public money. Moreover, the broad trend in interdisciplinarity has been
in the direction of methodology, not conceptual commonality or transcen-
dence (Reiger 1978, 46). Interdisciplinarity in this sense has taken a pro-
nounced empirical turn. The exogenous claim, though, is oversimplified on
two counts. The first oversimplification is the popular notion that “real life”
is naturally interdisciplinary. This truism is enshrined in the chapter title in
which the OECD’s claim appears, “Communities Have Problems, Universi-
ties Have Departments” (University and the Community 1982, 127). In simi-
lar fashion, the original heterogeneity of professional fields such as landscape
planning supposedly mitigates the difficulties of interdisciplinary communi-
cation common in academic settings. The required knowledge is presumably
integrated through contact with “the real world” (Eisel 1992, 240).

Life, however, is not naturally interdisciplinary. It is a neutral assortment
of phenomena that are ordered through human thought and action. The
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naturalizing of “real life” sidesteps tenacious problems of organizational
management and communication that undercut the claim. Industrialists are
quick to deplore academic myopia, boasting that industrial research is “natu-
rally” interdisciplinary. Project structures and problem orientation do favor
integrated approaches, but the literature on interdisciplinary research in in-
dustry and government is rife with complaints about gaps between industrial
departments and functional divisions. Likewise, symptoms of fragmentation
abound in public life. The traditional building blocks of the university are
the disciplines: history, physics, and economics. In city government they are
units of basic service delivery: police, fire, and sanitation. When crises re-
quiring an integrated response arise—homelessness, neighborhood revital-
ization, and drug addiction—the appropriate city departments—housing,
welfare, and job training—are constrained by their own organizational struc-
tures (Hershberg 1988, 14).

The second oversimplification is the narrow equation of “endogenous”
with unity of science. A variety of transdisciplinary schemata promote holistic
views of knowledge. The ideological problem of interdisciplinarity is laid
bare in the idea of holism. Holism and interdisciplinarity begin in the same
place. The earliest recorded citation for “interdisciplinary” in the social sci-
ences occurred, in fact, in 1926, the year Jan Christian Smuts gave the term
“holism” currency in his book Holism and Evolution (Frank 1988, 101). Ho-
lism and interdisciplinarity are linked by a common assumption. Any meta-
phor, theme, theory, or conceptual scheme—whether a material object,
a social phenomenon, or an ecosystem—implies a totality that cannot be
adequately explained by reduction to the properties of its parts. Holistic
thinking privileges study of a system over analysis of its parts (Craige 1992,
5). The main theses and applications of holism have developed since the
mid-nineteenth century in philosophy, biology, psychology, sociology, an-
thropology, historiography, political science, and general systems theory
(Bailis 1984 -85, 18).

The moment sharing of concepts is called for, the possibility of unity ap-
pears. The search for unity, which Ulrich Eisel dubs “euphoric interdiscipli-
narity,” potentially renders interdisciplinarity an ideology. Claims to unified
knowledge promote a metaphysical model that is rooted ontologically in an
interrelated, monistic concept of the world. Ironically, though, holism and
interdisciplinarity aggravate the very process of disintegration they aim to
stop (Eisel 1992, 246). Holisms are contradictory both within and among
themselves. Their broad capacity also tends to be splintered in day-to-day
practice. Operations research, for instance, has become identified with spe-
cific techniques, mathematical models, and algorithms, not a general ability
to deal with management problems. In the sciences and many of the social
sciences, holistic thinking is also considered philosophical, hence insuffi-
ciently analytical and rigorous.
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Postmodernism produces a critique of another kind. Both holism and in-
terdisciplinary activities forged in critique are conceived as philosophical
problems. That puts them at the epistemological end of the spectrum of
claims. Holism and critical interdisciplinarities share a common interest in
questioning the boundaries of genre, discourse, discipline, practice, and
theory. Most critical interdisciplinarities, though, are skeptical of concepts
and theories that systematize knowledge, culture, or society. They run the
risk of becoming totalizing master narratives: whether it is the reduction of
all phenomena to the metaphor of a system or a structure, the naive reduction
theory of the unity of science, or the dominance of materialist dialectics in
Marxist-Leninist philosophy. Even as they critique totalizing, though, critical
interdisciplinarities perform their own boundary work of totalizing by assert-
ing greater explanatory power, whether it is semiotics, deconstruction, or
categories of language, gender, race, or class. Frederic Jameson, for example,
argues that Marxism is an interdisciplinary metanarrative grounded in the
priority of the political as “the absolute horizon of all reading and all inter-
pretation,” not an optional auxiliary to other interpretive methods (1981, 17).

The role of the critical function is a crucial factor in distinguishing claims.
All interdisciplinary work is critical in that it exposes the inadequacies of the
existing organization of knowledge to accomplish given tasks. Instrumental-
ism, though, minimizes critical reflection. It retards or altogether ignores
analysis of ends and means, even when impediments to efficient problem
solving are acknowledged. Critical perspective is limited in two ways. From
a disciplinary standpoint, disciplines lose control over research. Loss of the
disciplinary critical function propels an “epistemic drift” away from strictly
internist criteria and reputational control to externally driven criteria that are
more open to external regulation in the policy arena (Elzinga 1985, 209). As-
an increasing share of research activities becomes located outside teaching
departments and outside universities, a parallel “research drift” is occurring
(Clark 1995, 12). From an interdisciplinary standpoint, instrumentalism mini-
mizes or negates reflexivity. Public interest in exogenous problems and po-
litical intervention to create new facilities to address those problems have
propelled a strategic interdisciplinarity in areas of high technology, genetics,
space and cancer research. Interdisciplinarity serves the political economy of
national needs and marketable trends. In this instance interdisciplinarity is
drawn more closely to the problem of knowledge policy (Fuller 1993, 33).

Problems of epistemology, institutional structure, and cultural theory are
fronted in interdisciplinarities that locate the question of interdisciplinarity
in critique, not efficient problem solving, building better bridges, or achiev-
ing unity of knowledge. The authority of disciplines is challenged, not re-
packaged or enhanced (Kain 1993, 317-18). The primacy of critique in many
poststructuralist practices of the humanities and social sciences is so strong
that it has fostered an interdisciplinary backlash. Older interdisciplinary ac-
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tivities that combine existing disciplines are disavowed in favor of more radi-
cal “cross-disciplinary,” “antidisciplinary,” or “counterdisciplinary” formula-
tions. Arthur Kroker (1980), writing in the context of Canadian studies, drew
a distinction that is implicitly shared in all critical interdisciplinarities. “Va-
cant interdisciplinarity” mechanically normalizes existing modes of thought.
In contrast, an interdisciplinarity rooted in critical thought reinvents schol-
arly and public discourse by regenerating method and epistemology. When
intellectuality is premised on rediscovery and rethinking, resocialization and
reintellectualization, interdisciplinarity becomes not just a way of doing things
but a new way of knowing.

Conflicting claims expose conflicting beliefs about appropriate actions
and institutional structures. Mark Kann depicts the conflicts as forms of po-
litical explanation. Conservative elites want a specific kind of explanation
that enables them to solve problems and devise practical answers, divorcing
questions of politics from questions of knowledge. A liberal explanation
emerges among those caught between older positivisms and newer, radical
perspectives. Locating themselves in the middle ground of harmonious inter-
action, they too are bridge builders. Radical dissidents, in contrast, demand
that interdisciplinary explanation be useful to oppressed groups seeking
greater sociopolitical equality (1979, 197-98). They are restructuralists.

Problem solving, pluralism, and critique create different conditions of
knowledge, shaping in turn differing beliefs about appropriate institutional
structures, criteria for judging outcomes, and the relation between discipli-
narity and interdisciplinarity. These differences arise continuously in debates
not only over allocating resources for interdisciplinary activities, but over the
more fundamental question of what place they occupy in the academy.






Part 1
Boundary Crossing

One strand of the argument is that what are variously
described as segments, sub-disciplines, specialisms, schools,
sects and the like, form their own counter-cultures which
may press against the overall culture of the discipline of
which they form part, and may thus seem to threaten its
unity. Another is that they may have significant features in
common with component entities in other disciplines, and
accordingly may have the potential to promote greater
interdisciplinary understanding. The central theme, however,
is that the existence of these elementary particles in the world
of academe is deserving of consideration in its own right, and
that their nature and characteristics are too important to be
ignored in any serious study of disciplinary cultures.

Tony Becher, “The Counter-culture of Specialization,” 1990

Vacant interdisciplinarity is a direct product of conservative
social economy. It constitutes a disciplining of intellectual
administration which is intended to suppress the free play of
intellectual imagination and to establish critical thought as
the “difference” which marks the outer edges, rather than
the interiority, of the academy. . . . What makes the thematic
of interdisciplinarity substantial in its purposes and critical
in its intentions is precisely the degree to which it engenders
a method, a style of scholarship which is simultaneously
public, discursive and archaeological.

Arthur Kroker, “Migration from the Disciplines,” 1980






CHAPTER 1

The Interdisciplinary Present/ce

o ohn Higham describes the academy as “a house in which the inhabi-
tants are leaning out of the many open windows gaily chatting with the
neighbors, while the doors between the rooms stayed closed” (Challenge of
Connecting Learning 1990, 15). A great deal more, in fact, is going on. Some
are happily chatting. Some are arguing with their neighbors, and others have
fallen out the windows. Many doors remain closed. Yet other doors have been
broken down, and in some cases entirely new buildings have been con-
structed. Interdisciplinary activities cannot be depicted in a single image. The
metaphors of a web, a network, and a system are often invoked. From an insti-
tutional perspective, however, activities resemble scattered and regrouped is-
lands. Guy Berger’s metaphor for the diverse dimensions and structures was
an archipelago (1972, 23).

Interdisciplinary activities are located across an expanse of physical sites
and social relations. Because disciplinarity has been the dominant system
over the course of the twentieth century, they have had to establish identity
and place within a “dependent political economy” (Milliken 1990, 318). The
characteristic structures are programs, centers, and projects, not depart-
ments, colleges, and freestanding institutions. Freestanding interdisciplinary
institutions exist, but they are rare. Some institutions are noted for an inter-
disciplinary milieu, but they are not the norm. This does not mean, however,
that interdisciplinary activities do not have significant presence and impact.

The Shift to Complex Structure

When the OECD’s Center for Educational Research and Innovation con-
ducted the first international survey of interdisciplinary activities in the late
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1960s, it found five major origins: the development of science, student needs,
demands for professional training, the original needs of society, and problems
of university functioning and administration. The development of science,
meaning “knowledge” in the European sense, has produced new hybrid in-
quiries and fields. Student needs, expressed as a protest against parcelization
and artificial divisions of reality, have stimulated innovation in the curricu-
lum. Likewise in professional settings, the concrete conditions of practice
promoted reorganization of training. The social and technological problems
of the modern world have also fostered new topics, such as environmental
and urban studies. And, the economic considerations of managing facilities,
instrumentation, and resources have required new contractual arrangements
and new kinds of problem-oriented and collaborative work (Interdisciplinar-
ity 1972, 44-48).

When Klein and Newell revisited the question of origins recently, they
found familiar motivations alongside new ones: general education, liberal
studies, and professional training; social, economic, and technological prob-
lem solving; social, political, and epistemological critique; holistic, systems,
and transdisciplinary approaches; cross-fertilization of borrowing and sub-
disciplinary interactions; new fields, hybrid communities, and interinstitu-
tional alliances; faculty development and institutional downsizing.

The presence of older claims alongside new and in some cases fundamen-
tally different activities has led to a new complexity of interdisciplinary ac-
tivity. General systems theory, Klein and Newell propose, provides a meta-
phor for conceptualizing what is happening. Briefly stated, simple systems
operate according to a single set of rules, even if they have multiple levels and
connections arranged in a hierarchy. Complicated systems are variations on
the themes of simple systems. Complex systems, in contrast, have nonhier-
archical structures. They obey multiple conflicting logics, utilize positive and
negative feedback, reveal synergistic effects, and may have a chaotic element.
The terminology and methods for understanding the system change as those
in the system move through it. To understand what is happening, we must
replace reductionist thinking by nonlinear thinking, pattern recognition, and
analogy. Activities may be interconnected in a shifting matrix, replete with
feedback loops and unpredictable synergistic relations in any array of nested
contexts (1969).

Complexity is evident in the increased number and kind of activities.
Some contend that there are fewer interdisciplinary programs now than in
the 1970s (Peterson, 1990, 223). Yet surface appearances are deceiving. A
significant amount of activity takes place under other names and in other
guises (Hutkins 1994, 3). If the starting point is altered—from what is on
existing charts to what the people in the system are actually doing—the an-
swer changes. Interdisciplinary activities are taking up increasing amounts of
faculty time, complexifying both institutional structure and knowledge tax-
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onomy. In reviewing the track records of interdisciplinary experiments of the
1960s and 1970s, Keith Clayton concluded that little progress had been made
in “overt interdisciplinarity.” The “concealed reality of interdisciplinarity,”
though, suggests that interdisciplinary studies are probably flourishing most
where not labeled as such: in, for example, medicine, veterinary science, ag-
riculture, oceanography, and Clayton’s former field of geography. Behind the
“‘subject’ facade” interdisciplinarity is flourishing (1984, 1985).

Individual faculty members embody this “concealed reality” and the com-
plexity of the system. A sociologist may be teaching traditional courses in a
sociology department while directing dissertations in the sociology of science
and coordinating a program in science studies. A member of the history de-
partment may be teaching a women’s studies course while collaborating with
a colleague in art history on representations of women in early American
painting and helping to design a new cultural studies program. A political
scientist may be teaching a course in an environmental studies program while
studying the history of environmental legislation and preparing to offer tes-
timony to Congress on a proposed law affecting local wetlands. An economist
may teach courses in classical economics while participating in a cross-
institutional, government-funded study of long-term trends in health and liv-
ing standards. A member of the Spanish department may be conducting re-
search on settlement patterns along the United States—Mexico border while
helping to develop a Latin American studies program and holding joint ap-
pointment in a research center that is designing interdisciplinary approaches
to teaching language and culture. An engineer may be teaching a section of a
required general education curriculum while working with members of the
business school on reformulating business education and directing a research
project in microelectronics. A biologist may be helping to design a new basic
science course in the medical school while conducting research in molecular
biology and working for a private firm manufacturing genetic material (Klein
and Newell 1996).

And so on. . . . The most visible activities take place in self-consciously
interdisciplinary universities, colleges, programs, centers, laboratories, and
other research facilities such as experiment stations. Some are sufficiently
large or prestigious to be regarded as part of the surface structure of a par-
ticular college or university. In the curriculum, they include interdisciplinary
approaches in general and liberal education, new fields and specialty inter-
ests, professional training, the educational functions of research centers, in-
dividual courses, and course segments, as well as internships, practicums, and
travel-study. (For an overview, see Klein 1990b, 19-54, 119-81; Klein and
Doty 1994; Klein and Newell 1996.)

The lesson of complex structure is that a significant amount of activity is
occurring in less visible forms that play an important role in knowledge pro-
duction. They include shared interests, common problem domain, borrow-
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ing, networks, faculty learning communities and informal clusters, participa-
tion in interdisciplinary fields, team teaching and collaborative research, and
new alliances bridging government, industry, and the academy. From the per-
spective of buildings and equipment, they include shared use of facilities,
instrumentation, and databases. The least visible part of the shadow structure
is the grassroots presence in disciplines. Activities at this level encompass the
interdisciplinary traditions and practices of a discipline, borrowing, problem-
focused research, theme-based coursework and connection making in the
curriculum, and national and international projects. They are an important
part of the unofficial, concealed reality of interdisciplinarity.

Although they are remarkably diverse, these activities, the affiliations they
create, and the institutional sites where they are located constitute the social
worlds of interdisciplinary work. Any group with shared commitment to a
common task is a “social world” (Gieryn 1995, 412). A social world is simul-
taneously an organization of people, an identity, and a location. All social
worlds share three properties: segmentation, legitimation, and intersection.
Segmentation entails dividing into subworlds. Legitimation involves defining
and enforcing standards and boundaries. Intersection is the interactions of
social worlds. An intersection, Elihu Gerson explains, consists of a system of
negotiating contexts (1983, 360, 363). The interactions that stimulate inter-
disciplinary social worlds vary greatly, but each marks a commitment to ad-
vance certain claims. Their common feature is their hybrid character.

The Hybrid Communities of Interdisciplinary Social Worlds

Hybridization reflects the need to accomplish tasks at the boundaries and in
the spaces between systems and subsystems (Gibbons et al. 1994, 37). The
idea of interdisciplinary social worlds as hybrid communities combines a
number of concepts that originated in different contexts. Peter Galison
(1992) proposed that distinct scientific cultures may interact through devel-
opment of a “trading zone.” Ilana Lowy takes the notion of trading zone one
step further, suggesting that several patterns of interaction may develop. A
loosely structured trading zone may become a stabilized “pidgin zone.” In
linguistics, a pidgin is an interim form of communication based in partial
agreement on the meaning of shared terms. In some instances a “creole zone”
may emerge, in the linguistic sense of becoming a main subculture or native
language of a group. When a creole emerges, participants develop a new hy-
brid role and professional identity (1992, 374). (Steve Fuller, elsewhere, cri-
tiques two notions of “trading zone,” 1993, 44-48.)

Lowy considers the evolution of hybrid professional roles a specific and
extreme case within the larger domain of heterogeneous interactions in sci-
ence. Over the course of the twentieth century, though, the evolution of trad-
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ing zones, pidgins and creoles, hybrid communities and hybrid professional
roles has become more prominent in the knowledge system. There are signifi-
cant historical examples.

The Biotheoretical Gathering was a social forum composed of about a
dozen British men and women. A “scientific Bloomsbury,” this transitory
forum provided epistemological space for validating alternative, pluralistic,
and participatory models of scientific unity. In recasting historical relations
between physical and biological sciences, the group opened the way for fu-
ture programs that developed a dual structure capable of resolving once con-
tradictory meanings, such as “biological” and “molecular,” into a new post-
classical synthesis of molecular biology (Abir-Am 1987). The Social Science
Research Council (SSRC) was a deliberate organizational attempt to foster
interdisciplinary work. Created in 1923, the SSRC brought together repre-
sentatives of anthropology, sociology, political science, economics, psychol-
ogy, statistics, and history. One of the central justifying elements was break-
ing down boundaries by creating an integrated science of society, though
ultimately, over a twenty-year period, individuals retreated behind the tight-
ening cognitive boundaries of individual disciplines (Fisher 1990, 1993).

Matrix structure is another older form of hybrid community. “Matrix” is
both structure and metaphor. The word denotes something that gives form
or origin. In organizational theory, the term designates a program structure
superimposed on an existing hierarchy (Pearson, Payne, and Gunz 1979,
114). In business and in universities, matrix structures facilitate problem-
focused projects, such as the design of new pharmaceutical projects, engineer-
ing tasks, and social and technological problem solving (Klein 1990b, 121-
39). In science policy circles, “hybrid community” has a technical definition
akin to matrix structure on an interinstitutional scale. The Starnberger group
developed the name to designate a group of researchers, politicians, bureau-
crats, and representatives of different groups who come together to formulate
a research program. New social organizations such as the Work Research
Institute, a state institute established in Norway in 1965, are sites for hybrid,
problem-solving communities (Mathiesen 1990, 411—13). Newly allied schol-
ars and policy makers constitute a transformative alliance. This alliance en-
compasses the organizational frameworks of policy making and social re-
search as well as the discourse in which problems are defined, investigated,
and handled. The new hybrid discourse coalition promotes interaction among
individuals who might not otherwise work together (Hagendijk 1990, 58 -59).

A more informal form of matrixing is also occurring in business and in-
dustry. Intraorganizational projects have been appearing more frequently un-
der the name “project” and “venture,” “team” and “working group,” “ad hoc
committee” and “task force” (Dermer 1988). Increasing reliance on tempo-
rary groups documents a widely noted gap between the growing scale and
complexity of industrial processes and the present capabilities of industrial,
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government, and academic structures (Dahlberg 1986, 14). This phenome-
non, coupled with other developments in science and research, led Michael
Gibbons and five colleagues from Britain and Sweden to define a new form
of knowledge production (Gibbons et al. 1994). The practices characteristic
of this new mode are still at an early point of development, yet they have
already weakened disciplinary and institutional boundaries while broadening
criteria of quality control.

Mode 1 is the traditional form of knowledge production. It is primarily
academic, homogeneous, and hierarchical. Comprising ideas, methods, val-
ues, and norms that are embodied in the Newtonian model of science,
mode 1 emphasizes disciplinary boundary work and certification. Mode 2 is
framed by the context of application and use and characterized by closer
interaction among scientific, technological, and industrial modes of knowl-
edge production. It is nonhierarchical and transdisciplinary, and it is distin-
guished by heterogeneously organized forms. Research problems are not set
within a disciplinary framework. Human resources are more mobile, and the
organization of research is more open and flexible. As a result, sites of knowl-
edge production have increased in number and in kind. Knowledge is now
being produced not only in universities but also in industry, government
laboratories, think tanks, research institutions, consultancies, and an array of
collaborative arrangements and relationships that include transient clusters
of experts grouped around large projects. Collapse of monopoly power ac-
companies diversification. As the organizational boundaries of control blur,
the underlying notion of competence is redefined.

In contrast to the simple sharing of resources in mode 1, mode 2 entails
ceaseless reconfiguration of resources, knowledge, and skills. Burton Clark
speaks similarly of “restless research” that moves out in many directions from
traditional university settings (1995, 195). Each new configuration becomes
a potential source of knowledge production that is transformed in turn into
the site of further possible configurations. A complex set of actors form hy-
brid forums that stimulate the supply and demand of specialized knowledge.
Both theoretical and practical knowledge are generated in these forums.
Since exploitation of knowledge requires participation in its generation, dis-
covery and application are more closely integrated than in the past. In a dy-
namic and socially distributed system with feedback loops, markets set new
problems more or less continually. Sites of knowledge production and their
networks of communication move on, creating a web that reaches across the
globe in growing density and connectivity.

Gibbons and colleagues (1994) contend that mode 2 knowledge produc-
tion is also occurring in the humanities and social sciences. The social sci-
ences, however, receive short shrift. They focus at greater length on the hu-
manities, highlighting a general increase in boundary blurring, the genre
mixing characteristic of postmodernism, heightened reflexivity, social con-
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textualizations of knowledge, and the exemplars of textualism and the An-
nales school of history. In the end, though, they reduce the humanities to,
alternatively, “quizzical commentators who offer doom-laden prophecies or
playful critiques” or “performers who provide pastiche entertainment or
heritage culture.” The theory of mode 2 knowledge production is valuable
because it gives a name to significant trends. By privileging application and
use, though, it sketches only a partial picture of knowledge. The elemental
traits of mode 2—hybrid forms, complexity, boundary crossing, and hetero-
geneous growth of knowledge through differentiation and diffusion—derive
from a wider range of forces than application and use.

Understanding the full range of forces requires examining the current
balance of shadow and surface structures. Across all knowledge domains,
an enormous amount of interchange, or interdisciplinary traffic, is occurring
in shared problem domains, common interests, and other forms of cross-
fertilization. Faculty learning communities exemplify interactions at this level.
During the 1980s many private study groups formed on U.S. campuses to
examine how other disciplines interpret language, knowledge, and culture.
The Committee on Interpretation, formed at Bryn Mawr College in 1984, was
paralleled by other voluntary associations that responded to the intellectual
ferment of poststructuralism sweeping across the humanities and social sci-
ences. Their members typically studied Marxism, feminism, deconstruction,
postanalytic philosophy, semiotics, psychoanalysis, and textual interpretation.

Outcomes varied, from informal conversations to the formation of new
programs. A number of these hybrid communities became influential sites of
interdisciplinary knowledge production. At the University of California at
Berkeley members of a study group founded the journal Representations, a
forum for converging interests that became known as “new historicism”
(Campbell 1986). At Rice University the Center for Cultural Studies evolved
from a collaborative discussion group known as the Rice Circle, self-
consciously named after the Vienna Circle. The Rice Circle brought together
members of the Anthropology Department and several humanities disci-
plines. The Center subsequently served as a Rockefeller-funded residency
site for postdoctoral fellows whose work often crossed disciplinary bounda-
ries (Fischer 1992a, 126). Over the past decade similar groups have formed
throughout the United States to encourage research and curriculum devel-
opment in cultural studies. The agenda of another group, Cornell University’s
Society for the Humanities, made it an ideal forum for interchange among
scholars interested in the disciplining of music. Their conversations led to a
local conference, a special session at the American Musicological Society, and
a major book on the topic (Bergeron and Bohlman 1992).

Established professional organizations are key sites for developing hybrid
interests and launching new coalitions. The Modern Language Association
(MLA) and the American Association for the Advancement of Science have
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long hosted special-interest groups. Relations with disciplinary hosts vary.
Some, such as the MLA’s special interest group on literature and science,
maintain a presence in the parent body even after establishing their own
quasi-professional apparatus, usually anchored by an annual meeting, a news-
letter, and a journal. The MLA categorizes as “interdisciplinary approaches”
interest groups focused on language and literature in women’s, ethnic, and
gay studies; popular culture; children’s literature; literature’s relations with
other arts and the sciences; and anthropological, linguistic, philosophical,
psychological, religious, and sociological approaches to literature (“Divisions
and Discussion Groups” 1993, 653—-54). The 1993 meeting of the MLA was
the site of a forum on “Disciplining Performance.” Performance has tradi-
tionally been the subject of theater departments and, to a lesser degree,
theater interests in English departments and performance-related topics in
speech and communications departments. Contemporary inquiry into per-
formative aspects of the arts and social life has extended the study of drama,
theater, and performance beyond older modes of literary and theatrical for-
malism. Performance-related topics now appear in the literatures of ethnog-
raphy, performance studies, cultural studies, and literary theory.

The mere existence of such a group, William Bechtel cautions, is not a
panacea for the chronic isolation experienced by teachers and scholars on
individual campuses. They may carry specialized standards for doing re-
search into the interdisciplinary arena. Organizing meetings and editing pub-
lications becomes a playing out of interdisciplinary politics on a microscale
(1986b, 36). Interdisciplinary journals are a parallel form of hybrid commu-
nity. The very existence of a widely cited journal that lies along the boundary
between two disciplines is an important sign of affinities (Rigney and Barnes
1980, 118). Some, such as Science and Nature, are large and prestigious.
Most, however, are small. They tend to have loyal followings but limited
circulation.

Interdisciplinary journals serve several functions. Some bridge traditional
disciplines, such as Comparative Studies in Society and History, Philosophy
and Public Affairs, Journal of Law and Economics, and Les Annales, which
synthesizes history and geography. Name is not always a clear indication of
interests. International Organization, for example, bridges traditional studies
in international organization and more recent approaches to international
political economy. Some cover self-consciously interdisciplinary problem-
focused fields, such as the Journal of Peace Research and the Journal of Con-
flict Resolution. Others advance hybrid fields, such as the Journal of Economic
History, the Journal of Historical Geography, and the Journal of Psycholinguis-
tic Research. Others are based on a particular hybrid methodology, such as
the Journal of Mathematical Sociology and the Journal of Optimization Theory
and Application (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 162-63).
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As the locus for cross-fertilization, an interdisciplinary journal promotes
communication among individuals who are dispersed across disciplinary and
professional sites. The journals Chest and Cell Calcium, for example, provide
focal points for needs and interests that are addressed across several medical
and medical-technical professions. Interdisciplinary journals also provide
outlets for work that may not find a ready niche in traditional disciplines.
Generally speaking, they are characterized more by shifts in orientation and
interest claims than by sustained lines of synthesis. Facing multiple pressures
for definition, they are caught at the epistemological crux of a dichotomy that
pits innovation and openness against rigor and legitimacy. Benson and Bon-
jean’s (1970) chronicle of the early history of the Social Science Quarterly is a
case in point. The journal’s focus varied over the years owing to changes in
editorship, shifting interests in core disciplines, concerns about disciplinary
integrity in related professional associations, patterns of disciplinary domi-
nance, and periods of greater interdisciplinary emphasis.

Of the many hybrid communities on campus, research centers and inter-
disciplinary studies are the most visible and most commonly associated with
the idea of interdisciplinarity. They merit closer attention, because they ex-
hibit the dynamics of the relation between surface and shadow structures.

The Ambiguity of the Center

Centers augment the traditional departmental structure, primarily for the
purpose of conducting research (Winsborough 1992, 275; Klein 1990b, 123 -
26; Federally Funded Research 1991, 187). They arise for several reasons: to
address problems and topics that require a large pool of physical and human
resources; to launch new programs; to facilitate interdisciplinary work; to
enhance the social visibility of the university; to respond to the interests of
external donors; to attract outside funding; to keep or attract particular fac-
ulty and administrative entrepreneurs; and to provide an institutional frame-
work for specialized methods and approaches.

Centers also collect resources that are used directly for research, such as
computers, survey-research facilities, small-group laboratories, specialized li-
braries, and specialized data. Certain kinds of work are more likely to be
done in centers. Survey researchers and demographers, for example, tend to
find homes in research centers. Historical sociologists, social psychologists,
critical sociologists, and organizational scholars do not. The reason has to do
with their characteristic “round of life.” Demographers tend to require costly
technology or unusual administrative arrangements. Historical sociologists
do not. They also tend to lead a more solitary research life (Winsborough
1992, 275, 285-89).



28 Boundary Crossing

Centers are ironically named. The word “center” implies centrality, but
most of them are peripheral to the main academic enterprise. Most centers
are at the university, not of the university (Friedman 1978, 63). There are
flagship models, most notably the Center for Interdisciplinary Research (ZIF).
A central institute at the University of Bielefeld (Germany), ZIF was estab-
lished before other faculties of the university, primarily as a science center,
though its projects have included the humanities and public-sector issues. On
most campuses, centers evolve from clusters of scholars who are interested in
specific topics, fields, problems, world areas, or institutions such as law and
medicine. Typical examples include the School of Pacific Studies and the
East/ West Center, technical and scientific centers such as the Second Insti-
tute of Physical Chemistry at the Free University of Brussels, the research proj-
ects of the Max Planck Institutes, and the Beckman Institute for Advanced
Science and Technology at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
campus.

A remarkable variety of centers exists on U.S. campuses. The following
list indicates the breadth of interests, grouped roughly by kind:

women’s, ethnic, and cultural studies
period studies, from the ancient world to the late twentieth century
textual and discourse studies, comparative literature

local, regional, national, area studies

policy, international, and peace and conflict studies

legal studies and criminology

family, labor, and urban studies

media and telecommunications

education, employment training, the handicapped, and developmental
disabilities

engineering, computers, materials research, and manufacturing

biomedicine and biotechnology, molecular biology and cancer biology

polar research, water resources, transportation, global change, and the
environment

cognitive science, information sciences

Centers span a range of organizational models, from informal groups with
little more than an office and a letterhead to highly visible, well-funded en-
terprises. In their classic study, Ikenberry and Friedman (1972) identified
three generic types: standard, adaptive, and shadow institutes. Standard insti-
tutes, such as computer centers and materials research laboratories, have rela-
tively stable goals and resources, a full managerial hierarchy, a permanent
professional staff, and the ability to invest in equipment and space. Adaptive
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institutes, such as water resource centers and centers for educational research
and school service, are characterized by persistent instability of goals and
staff. Only a small nucleus of professionals have continuing ties. Shadow (pa-
per) institutes exist part time. They have a designated director but lack staff,
budget, a central location, and visible accomplishments (1972, 34 -37).

Some units function as departments in all but name. They have indepen-
dent teaching programs and degrees. Most, however, do not hire their own
faculty or have control over decisions regarding tenure and promotion. Be-
cause duties, responsibilities, and organization often differ from those in tra-
ditional departments, faculty participation and the place centers occupy on
organizational charts are not always clear. Center membership also tends to
change over time. Many centers, especially in the natural sciences and to
some extent the social sciences, host postdoctoral fellows and other research
workers as well. Over time these staff members develop an image of the in-
tellectual material of a field that is engendered more by the environment of
the center than by the home departments of teaching faculty. Some of them
have specialized skills associated with programming, interviewing, running
libraries, and drawing samples. They also develop support services connected
with specialized typing and document preparation. They keep books on large
research grants and remain knowledgeable about changing academic and
government rules on grant submission and management (Winsborough 1992,
274-76).

Interdisciplinary claims are common but for the most part are exaggerated
(Friedman 1978, 62—63). Most centers either are dominated by a single dis-
cipline or bring together a mix of disciplines. In a large center, the portfolio
of projects may include discipline-dominated projects, isolated or loosely
linked multidisciplinary inputs, and some collaborative activity. Few centers
clarify their interdisciplinary nature in mission statements or, like interdisci-
plinary teaching teams, spend much time clarifying exactly what they mean
when they use the term “interdisciplinary.” Their inclinations are indicated
by the tension between departments and centers. A department is the place
where the centripetal pull that centers on disciplinarity is expressed and re-
inforced (Halliday 1992, 30). It is the place where traditional reward systems
operate most strongly (Cabrese 1987, 9). Part of the tension is economic. The
financial structure of centers may drive a wedge between rich and poor fac-
ulty while heightening divisions between research and education. Their edu-
cational function is often limited to graduate students working with faculty
in their own departments. Centers also affect collegial relations. Faculty
simply do not meet as often in the department over the coffeepot, at the
mailbox or photocopy machine, or in the supply room (Bechtel 1986b, 35;
Winsborough 1992, 27273, 293-95). In addition, centers may sacrifice in-
tellectual autonomy for the strictures of contract research or segregate scien-
tific and humanistic branches of the same discipline (Halliday 1992, 28).



30 Boundary Crossing

Currently, centers are enjoying high social capital in the humanities, though
relatively small economic capital compared with science and technology.
(Centers in engineering and in science and technology are discussed in chap-
ter 6.) No complete directory of humanities centers exists. The MLA’s 1992
list of humanities research centers in the United States numbered seventy,
though a 1989 tally by the Humanities Research Institute at the University of
California, Irvine, numbered almost three hundred. When members of the
Consortium of Humanities Centers and Institutes gathered at Yale Univer-
sity’s Whitney Humanities Center in April 1991, no single model emerged.
Humanities centers vary in agenda, facilities, funding levels, administration,
orientation toward research or education, availability of fellowships and
seminars, service functions, and public outreach. Like their counterparts in
the social and natural sciences, they also vary in their structural relations with
host institutions, from close links with departments to autonomous status.
Comparably, approaches to knowledge range from the eclectic to the integra-
tive (Kaplan 1991).

The MLA’s 1992 list reveals the range of interests centers serve: humani-
ties (as part of a formal title); Slavic, French, and Japanese studies; Louisiana,
Ozark, southern, Appalachian, and western studies; early American, medi-
eval and Renaissance, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century and twentieth-
century studies; women and politics, ethics and social policy, the study of
values, ideas and society, ethics and American institutions; theory and criti-
cism, literary and cultural change, critical analysis of contemporary culture;
culture and communication, arts and humanities, and popular culture; his-
torical studies, oral tradition, immigration history, and the history of business,
technology and society; folklife, folklore, and ethnomusicology; philosophy
of children; biographical research; and Baudelaire studies (“Humanities Re-
search Centers” 1992, 992).

Humanities centers have emerged for a number of reasons. They enable
the work of particular individuals, support new fields, enhance an institu-
tion’s reputation, and provide hospitable environments for innovation and
exchange. The University of Utah’s center arose from a desire to go beyond
empty rhetoric of support for the humanities to a formal mechanism. One of
the major purposes in founding the Whitney Humanities Center at Yale was
to provide scholarly support for a new doctoral program in American studies.
Like the Humanities Research Institute at the University of California’s Irvine
campus and the Stanford Humanities Center, the Whitney Center has played
an influential role in new research that bridges the humanities and social sci-
ences. At Yale, Irvine, Stanford, and elsewhere, new interests are advanced
by targeting specific topics, funding visiting posts for prominent scholars,
and hosting national meetings and international symposia. Like many of its
counterparts, the University of Iowa’s Center for Advanced Studies supports
leading-edge scholarship on campus. The choice of name is significant. The
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adjective “advanced” has become a new keyword in the humanities signifying
groundbreaking work and interdisciplinary connections.

When leading directors of humanities centers issued a document on the
state of the humanities in 1989, they emphasized the need for contexts that
allow moving beyond the constraints of specialization. The humanities also
need to be protected from further marginalization by the better-funded sci-
ences and criticism stemming from national debates on multiculturalism and
poststructuralism. The most intense debate at the Yale meeting concerned
whether centers should target specific issues and play a prominent political
role in the national debate on multiculturalism. Center directors are highly
conscious of managing a “space in between,” an “other” or shadow structure
that is the site of flexibility and ferment. Most centers are considered places
to be experimental or trendy, not routine. There is a difference, though, be-
tween an experimental posture and an oppositional posture, between provid-
ing a hospitable environment and overtly working against the grain. Most
directors regard their centers not as places to develop a new interdisciplinary
order but as places and contexts that allow the best contemporary thinking
to be brought to bear on both classical material and new questions (Levine
et al. 1989, 31).

By and large, disciplinary boundaries on local campuses remain firm, and
departments retain their power. Yet dialogue on campus has changed. Center
directors are ambivalent. They lament obstacles while touting successes. Ex-
isting curricula have been enriched and reformulated, interdisciplinary dia-
logue has been heightened, and the humanities and interdisciplinary issues
have been rendered more visible. Influential conferences and publications
are signposts of broader success. Thad Tate (1991) of the College of William
and Mary’s Commonwealth Center for the Study of American Culture sug-
gests that the growth of humanities centers may reflect the larger growth of
interdisciplinary objectives in higher education. Economic retrenchment will
probably lead to some “shaking out” of weaker and newer centers and cen-
ters in institutions with weak financial standing. By their own efforts, centers
are not changing disciplinary maps, yet they are often in the forefront of that
process. That posture, Tate speculates, may well be their greatest weapon for
survival.

Historical perspective sheds light on whether centers represent a funda-
mental structural change. When an extensive system of independent centers
existed primarily on a private basis and in fields of applied research, they
were not regarded as serious threats to traditional institutions of higher edu-
cation. Over the past four decades, they have become more visible and nu-
merous while attracting greater public interest. The accretion of problem-
related topics and the problem-driven organization of research has been the
strongest reason for their proliferation (Halliday 1992, 23). This trend is in-
ternational, though it is strongest in the United States, France, Germany, and
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Japan (Hanisch and Vollman 1983, 13). Differences of national style persist.
The tradition of independent research institutes is stronger in Europe than
in the United States, where research has been concentrated more fully within
universities (Klein and Porter 1990, 12; Clark 1995, 226). In Germany the
separation of research into extrauniversity institutes is common. In the for-
mer Soviet Union and Eastern European countries the key institutions of
intellectual power have been the academies of science and their research in-
stitutes. Even in Europe, though, the prominence of modern institutes such
as the Centre des Recherches Nationales Scientifiques and the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes is read as proof that French universities have lost their elite
status and knowledge functions to other institutions (Scott 1984, 22).

The image of knowledge in any one center varies by local focus and re-
sources, yet their collective presence reinforces the view that official parti-
tions of knowledge are too rigid. Demands for task, mission, and problem
orientation, coupled with the need for forums hospitable to all types of inter-
disciplinary research, will continue to reinforce the view that centers are not
peripheral to the system of knowledge production but a necessary part of it.
The same claim is made about interdisciplinary studies.

Interdisciplinary Studies as Categories of Knowledge

The label “interdisciplinary studies” (IDS) is applied to an immense variety
of educational programs. Historical precedents date from the classical era, in
the model of Plato’s Academy, to the nineteenth century, in the integrative
theory of education promoted by Wilhelm von Humboldt in the founding of
the University of Berlin. In the United States, the earliest programs in higher
education are linked with the general education movement in the opening
decades of the twentieth century. During the 1930s and 1940s, the core cur-
riculum movement promoted integrative approaches in schools, and two
fields conceived as interdisciplinary undertakings emerged—area studies and
American studies. The late 1960s and early 1970s constituted a watershed
era. New knowledge fields emerged alongside new programs, cluster col-
leges, and universities founded on interdisciplinary principles. Most new pro-
grams were small and involved a limited membership of faculty and students.
Consequently many were relegated to the periphery of their host institutions.
Although educationally powerful they were often politically weak, and many
were eliminated or curtailed during economic retrenchments of the late
1970s and 1980s (Gaff 1989, 5). By 1978 the euphoria had passed. Yet even
as the death knell of IDS was being sounded, a rebirth was under way in
general education, women’s studies, honors programs, and new hybrid fields
of knowledge (Klein and Newell 1996).
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The contemporary college and university register this history, making IDS
a familiar part of the academic landscape. IDS is so familiar, in fact, that
Ludwig Huber recently dubbed the United States “the eldorado of interdis-
ciplinary studies” (Huber 1992a, 197). Programs span fields of hybrid spe-
cialization (the Social Ecology Program at the University of California at
Irvine and the Consciousnéss and Culture Program at the College of the At-
lantic), cluster colleges in the liberal arts tradition (Eugene Lang College at
the New School for Social Research, the State University of New York’s Col-
lege at Old Westbury, the Hutchins School of Liberal Studies at Sonoma
State University, and Watauga College at Appalachian State University), gen-
eral education in the great books and great ideas tradition (St. John'’s College
and Shimer College), and the clustering of disciplinary courses around a
common integrative seminar (the Federated Learning Communities at SUNY
Stony Brook and the “loop” sequence of traditional and bridging courses at
California Lutheran College). (For program models, see Newell 1986. For
course models, see Davis 1995.)

The label “interdisciplinary studies” is applied to two kinds of programs:
multi- and interdisciplinary approaches to general and liberal education,
ranging from a single course to a four-year degree and masters of liberal stud-
ies; and multi- and interdisciplinary programs connected with a specific field
of knowledge. The distinction between the first and second kinds is not
absolute. Components of field-based studies are sometimes taken as part of
general education, as minors, or as electives. Some cluster colleges and degree
programs also allow students to pursue disciplinary or hybrid specialization.

Over the past decade and a half, a resurgence has been occurring in both
the first and the second kinds. In Europe renewed calls for coherence and
connectedness are being heard in the professions and across university sub-
jects. The contexts include the environment and ecology, energy, health,
Third World and development policies, information technology, media stud-
ies, European unification, and intercultural communication (Huber 1992b,
297). In the United States, the greatest growth in subject-matter areas of gen-
eral education today encourages interdisciplinary approaches in areas such
as international studies, American multicultural and gender studies, and the
inherently synoptic areas of historical consciousness and ethical understand-
ing (Casey 1994, 56). Interdisciplinary studies are also being mainstreamed
in general education and disciplinary settings in the form of topical first-year
seminars, required core courses, advanced courses on problems or intellec-
tual themes, and senior “capstone” seminars and projects involving research
or artistic production (Stember 1991, 3).

The present climate of general education reform has a different dynamic
than reforms of the 1960s and 1970s. Even with expansion of the canon to
include once-excluded texts and voices, many of today’s reforms tend to be
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“renovative rather than radical.” They are linked with a strongly felt need to
revitalize the core of liberal arts by fostering coherence and excellence in
higher-order skills of integration and synthesis (Newell 1988, 8; Gaff 1989,
5). In a fragmented world, the integrative skills needed for problem solving
and dealing with complexity are stronger warrants for interdisciplinarity than
is unity of knowledge. These tendencies are strongest in general education,
though they have become a leitmotif of educational reform in the disciplines
and professions as well. Studies of the second kind also exhibit these traits,
but they differ in an important respect: they are engaged in producing new
knowledge.

Studies of the second kind include two of the seven categories of inter-
disciplinary approaches that Raymond Miller (1982) has identified: topical
focus, professional preparation, life experience perspective, shared compo-
nents, crosscutting organizing principles, hybrids, and grand synthesis. Pro-
fessional preparation is an important site of interdisciplinary study, but it
differs from topical focus in being more self-contained programmatically, vo-
cationally oriented, and influenced by accreditation standards. Interdiscipli-
nary topics frequently emerge from perceived social problem areas. Crime,
for example, is a social concern addressed by every social science discipline.
Interdisciplinary research is conducted on the subject, and interdisciplinary
programs have been organized in criminology and criminal justice. Area is
another topical focus, and in response to labor-management conflicts, re-
search institutes and academic programs in industrial relations were founded.
Later, responding to other needs, urban studies, gerontology, and environ-
mental studies emerged. Miller’s third classification, life-experience perspec-
tive, became prominent in the 1960s and 1970s with the advent of programs
in ethnic and minority studies (1982, 12—20). More recently, peace and con-
flict, computers and information sciences, cognitive science and artificial in-
telligence, science and technology, and global studies have been expanding.

The programmatic face of interdisciplinary fields varies greatly, from in-
dividual courses and cross-departmental programs to freestanding depart-
ments. The tendencies that Daniel Rich and Robert Warren (1980) observed
in the field of urban affairs occur across all studies of the second kind. More
programs carry the name than grant the degree, and few offer all baccalau-
reate and graduate degrees. Programs on individual campuses also exist on
dissimilar time scales and respond to local interests. Significant variations
derive from preexisting patterns of campus power, local community pres-
sure, and external economic incentives. There are, moreover, significant
differences in administrative fit, political components, and the importance
placed on education, research, and service. Reflecting conflicting stances on
the proper balance of scholarship and problem solving, academic and activist
or vocational values are represented differently. Cognitive, social, and politi-
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cal pluralism are valued in the rhetoric of interdisciplinary studies, but their
relative weight is disputed. One of the most tenacious challenges has been
the lack or minimal level of formal integration among specialists who have
shared interests but are located in different disciplinary and professional
units of the same campus (Rich and Warren 1980, 56).

Seven types of structures and identities have emerged, either in practice
or in discussion. With hybridizing across types and the obvious exception of
professional identity, they appear in all studies of the second kind (composite
of Rich and Warren 1980, 56, 59 and Caldwell 1983, 255): an augmented
specialization within an existing department; coordinated multidisciplinary
studies, usually consisting of courses taught in traditional departments and
linked by a core course and a faculty coordinator; a component of a larger
multi- or interdisciplinary program combining elements of other related
areas; a freestanding department, center, or school with or without degree-
granting authority; a new interdisciplinary field aimed at synthesizing category
related material produced in other disciplines; a new autonomous discipline;
and a new field of professional and technical preparation.

Categories of knowledge are institutions not in the conventional sense of
buildings and organizations but as a set of marks constructed and maintained
in cultural space. These marks enable collectivities to tell their members
where they are, where they may or may not go, and how to conduct them-
selves. New categories of knowledge do not attain influence unless they are
institutionalized (after Shapin 1992, 355). The concepts of “critical mass”
and “capital” aid in understanding how interdisciplinary fields make marks
in cultural space. The concept of critical mass derives from physics, where it
means the minimum quantity of nuclear fuel required to start a chain reac-
tion. The elements of critical mass in interdisciplinary fields are grouped

roughly by kind:

an adequate number of individuals sharing common interests
an adequate number and scale of programs in terms of faculty, students,
and researchers

an adequate infrastructure for communication
adequate economic and symbolic capital

formal conducting and contracting of research
formation of hybrid communities and mediating structures

autonomy in budget matters

control over degree requirements

the power to appoint, to promote, to grant tenure, and to control salary
a secure location in the organizational hierarchy of a campus
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the rise of a scholarly body of knowledge
the capacity for interdisciplinary synthesis and generation of new
knowledge

Gaining and maintaining leverage is quantitative to the extent that a viable
field requires enough personnel, infrastructure, and intellectual development
to sustain itself. Getting to that point entails four forms of capital that Bour-
dieu (1993) identified in reconstructing the field of cultural production. The
first, economic capital, is indicated by wealth (financial resources) or posses-
sion of the means of production. The second, soczal capital, consists of social
relations and influence that are revealed in networks and institutionalized in
status, professions, and hierarchies. The third, cultural capital, is knowledge
in the broadest sense of general education and special qualifications, plus the
production of books and works of art that are institutionalized by the edu-
cational system in titles and qualifications. The fourth, symbolic capital, is
brought about by higher levels of the three previous kinds, though especially
economic capital and personal characteristics such as charisma. Symbolic
capital is not easily distinguishable from social capital, but the term does
identify certain aspects of authority and credibility. A scientific reputation,
for example, is a form of symbolic capital that can be used to gain greater
access to research funds, technology, graduate students, and publication out-
lets (Posner 1988, 173). Symbolic capital is thereby retransformed into eco-
nomic and social capital. (For a model of how the four forms operate in dis-
ciplines, see Huber 1990.)

Economic and social capital are crucial to building an infrastructure of
support for new knowledge fields. Shortfalls of either form of capital can
inhibit or undermine the buildup of critical mass. The track record of inter-
disciplinary studies is mixed. They have stimulated new patterns of knowl-
edge production. Their overall effect, though, has been more additive than
transformative. The additive strategy has obvious advantages of economy,
flexibility, and political appeal, but it falls short of the promise of transfor-
mation enshrined in the rhetoric of many fields. Interdisciplinary studies, like
centers, wind up caught in the balancing act of being institutional and ex-
trainstitutional at the same time. They have tended to reside in the shadow
structure of institutions, but they are the vital surface structure of their un-
derlying fields of knowledge.

The boundary work of interdisciplinary studies is threefold. They detach a
category as subject and object from existing disciplinary frameworks, thereby
loosening boundaries and stimulating trading zones. They fill gaps in knowl-
edge from lack of attention to the category, thereby developing new pidgins
and creoles in hybrid communities. And if they attain sufficient critical mass
and have adequate forms of capital, they redraw boundaries by constituting
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new knowledge space and new professional roles. If their infrastructures are
shallow, however, they are vulnerable to retrenchment in times of financial
exigency. They are, in effect, contained.

Six major examples—urban studies, environmental studies, borderlands
studies, area studies, women’s studies, and cultural studies—are the sus-
tained focus of chapter 4. Before turning to case studies, though, we need to
better understand the reasons for boundary crossing.



CHAPTER 2

The Permeation of Boundaries

e oundaries are divisive barriers, but they are also permeable mem-
branes. There are six major and sometimes overlapping reasons for per-
meation: the epistemological structure and cognitive orientation of a disci-
pline; the borrowing of tools, methods, concepts, and theories; the pull of
intellectual, social, and technological problems away from strictly discipli-
nary focus; the current complexity of disciplinary research; relations with
neighboring disciplines; redefinitions of what is considered intrinsic and ex-
trinsic to a discipline (Klein 1993, 187). Boundaries are permeable because
disciplines are not isolated units. Permeation is part of their character. The
evidence appears at three levels: discipline, specialty, and the criteria of de-
marcation that distinguish one discipline from another.

Permeation and Disciplinarity

One of the commonly held beliefs about disciplines is that some are more
permeable than others. This belief is reinforced by the value-laden termi-
nology that authors of handbooks, textbooks, and knowledge histories use.
They describe some disciplines, especially the sciences, as hard, tight, restric-
tive, neat, narrow, compact, homogeneous, and mature. They distinguish
other disciplines, especially the humanities and some of the social sciences,
by the rhetorical foils of softness and breadth. The latter are said to have high
degrees of differentiation and to be in a state of preparadigmatic develop-
ment (Becher 1989, 13). Assumptions about boundaries follow suit.
Impermeable boundaries are associated with tightly knit, convergent com-
munities. These communities presumably have clear boundaries, circum-
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scribed domains, and “neat” problems that are controlled through cognitive
restriction and social consensus. Pantin’s (1968) notion of “restricted” disci-
plines stipulates that most physical sciences, especially physics and chemistry,
will exhibit strong linkage between research areas but lesser ties with other
disciplines. In contrast, the humanities and social sciences are associated
with greater permeability. They are considered more holistic, personal, value
laden, and less codified. Loosely knit, divergent groups are thought to have a
more fragmented, less stable, less theoretically specific, and more open-
ended epistemological structure. Their boundaries are likely to be more
open, their cognitive border zones more ragged and ill defined. Pantin’s no-
tion of “unrestricted” disciplines stipulates that most social sciences, with the
exception of economics, will exhibit diffuse links among research areas both
within and outside the discipline.

These traits are widely recognized, but they are not absolute. Hard, soft,
pure, and applied characteristics are not neatly contained within particular
domains, and they are distributed unevenly. A presumably pure discipline
may have clearly applied elements—such as the current development of op-
tics and materials in academic physics—or the reverse—jurisprudence as a
specialty in law. A field regarded as hard and quantitative may contain rela-
tively soft, qualitative elements, such as the study of political economics in
economics. In physics the specialty of solid state physics exhibits hard-
knowledge elements, while the subspecialty of meteorology exhibits soft-
knowledge elements. Comparably, soft, qualitative areas may host hard,
quantitative components, such as aspects of philology or linguistics in literary
studies. Psychology spans a range of practices, from behaviorism and psycho-
metric research to psychoanalysis. Product-oriented branches of knowledge
also vary. Some of the theoretical branches of mechanical engineering move
into the pure, hard territory of mathematical physics. In contrast, the study
of highly complex phenomena in metallurgy is better characterized as pure
soft knowledge (Becher 1990, 334-35).

Two kinds of disciplines, the applied and the synoptic, are associated with
such high permeability that they are often described as “inherently interdis-
ciplinary.” Disciplines emphasizing application and having well-established
vocational fields tend to be more eclectic than purist in their epistemological
conception of themselves (Heckhausen 1972, 86). Many degree programs in
medicine, engineering, architecture, management, public administration, so-
cial work, education, and law involve courses or course elements focused on
integration or complex issues. Management studies are appearing in engi-
neering, social studies in medicine, and foreign languages and computing in
other professional fields. “The addition of the word ‘studies,” Geoffrey
Squires found, “often implies a shift away from a conventional disciplinary
approach.” These developments and the problems of interrelating constitu-
ent elements are usually discussed in terms not of interdisciplinarity but of
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“integration,” “coordination,” or the role of “service” courses taught by
other departments. The problem tends to be perceived as pragmatic or or-
ganizational, not theoretical. In newer professions that respond to changing
problem awareness in society, such as food science or transport studies, use
of the term “interdisciplinary” points toward some uncertainty about identity
and status (Squires 1992, 205-7; Huber 1992a, 197).

The complexity of problems that professionals face in practice creates a
sense of interdisciplinary necessity. Complex problems pull research away
from classically framed disciplinary problems. By their very nature they
are open ended, multidimensional, ambiguous, and unstable. Considered
“wicked” and “messy,” the problems at the heart of many professional fields
cannot be bounded and managed by classical approaches to the underlying
phenomena (Mason and Mitroff 1981; Rittle and Webber 1973). The field of
planning illustrates the conflict. Modern planning theory was formed when
the special model of rational behavior adopted by neoclassical economics
developed into a general theory of rational decision making. Despite its scope
and wide applicability, the theory was framed by the paradigm of economic
rationality. The gap between technical rationality and the day-to-day prob-
lems of practice has stirred challenges to the paradigm. These challenges,
which are often cast as signs of disciplinary crisis, include interdisciplinary
approaches, ecological concepts, systems theory, and contingency models
that advocate contextually determined decision making (Klein 1990-91). In
the curriculum, the older hierarchical model of moving from basic science to
applied science to professional attitudes is also being rethought. Alternative
models intermingle tracks around a problem focus (Davis 1995, 40—41).

“Synoptic” or “synthetic” identity is rooted in the belief that some disci-
plines have a looser aggregation of interests, implying greater openness to
ideas from other disciplines. This identity is strong in literary studies, history,
philosophy, anthropology, and geography. Synoptic identity will not be the
only source of interdisciplinary activity. Sociology is a case in point. The di-
versity of the discipline was apparent from its inception. Early approaches
spanned conflict perspectives, functionalism, social Darwinism, microsociol-
ogy, and interpretative sociology (R. Turner 1991, 59). The synthetic identity
derived from this variety persists, but holistic and generalist claims contradict
actual divisions of disciplinary labor (Calhoun 1992, 138). Sociology winds
up with a dual interdisciplinary identity: in principle it is “synthetic,” but in
practice it tends to be “interstitial,” filling in gaps with other social sciences
and working along their borders (Rigney and Barnes 1980, 116).

Geography offers an extended illustration of why boundary crossings dif-
fer even in the same general domain. The discipline encompasses a hard
physical geography on one side and a soft human geography on the other. It
also exhibits a pure historical geography at one end and an applied field of
climatology at the other. Boundaries are defined in part by a discipline’s cul-
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tural history. In the United States, geography developed within certain de-
partments, especially geology and in some cases history and anthropology. In
Germany it developed from earth science, in France from history, and in
Britain from the interests of managing an empire (Mikesell 1969, 228). The
first generation of geography professors were trained in other fields, usually
the natural sciences and, less often, the social sciences. Over the course of the
twentieth century, geography gradually moved away from the natural sci-
ences and humanities. As the discipline bridged older dichotomies of nature
and culture, moving from physical to social factors, its focus expanded to
include human-environment relations, area studies, spatial structure (or lo-
cation theory), and physical geography as a component of earth sciences. Its
methods expanded from cognitive description and cause-and-effect analysis
to include functional, ecological, and systems analysis (Doornkamp and War-
ren 1980; Bulick 1982; Soja 1989, 10—42).

As a result of this history, geographers often use the word “interrelation”
to describe the problems they address (Bulick 1982, 46). The discipline has
been labeled a “multivariate discipline” (Minshull 1973, 269), and a “cross-
roads science” at the confluence of natural and human sciences (Claval 1988,
1). It now encompasses subfields of human, cultural, economic, political, ur-
ban, and regional geography as well as biogeography, geomorphology, cli-
matology, environmental science, and cartography. Each subfield in turn re-
lates to specialties outside the discipline. The current links with sociology, for
example, include human ecology, environmental sociology, rural sociology,
and urban studies (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 94). Correspondingly, geogra-
phers have assumed hybrid identities, adopting the compound names of cul-
tural, social, behavioral, regional, physical, historical, Marxist, and economic
geographer as well as geomorphologist, climatologist, and human ecologist
(Warrick and Reibsame 1981, 422-23).

Patterns of boundary crossing also shift. During the late 1970s, applica-
tions of physical geography to engineering, planning, and problems of land
and resource management led to an explosion of interdisciplinary publica-
tions (Doornkamp and Warren 1980, 102). The trend today is away from
questions focused primarily on pattern, form, and structure toward observa-
tions of behavior and analysis of the processes that underlie structures (Bul-
ick 1982, 44-45). In its historical movement from being a physical science to
becoming a social science, the discipline has expanded to include a human
geography that incorporates a wide range of interests, from plant and animal
distribution to the interactions of societies (Bahm 1980, 31). Postmodern ap-
proaches, which reconstitute the field as a critical human geography, have
further weakened the grip of older categories. The formerly central is being
pushed to the margins, and once “tactful fringes” are asserting a new cen-
trality. Given its plurality, Edward Soja suggests, “geographies” is a more
appropriate label than “geography” (1989, 60).
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The examples so far have been standard ones. Many knowledge fields,
however, are of more recent origin. A significant number of them evolved
from cross-fertilization of hierarchically unrelated fields, mission-oriented
fields, and interdisciplinary subject fields (Dahlberg 1994, 60). In order to
study new subjects that do not fit into the domains of established subjects, or
even take on the classical characteristics of a discipline, new scholarly do-
mains have been created (Davis 1995, 133) and boundaries redrawn through
“ontological gerrymandering” (Woolgar and Pawluch 1984, 216; Fuller 1988,
197). Correspondingly, the number and variety of institutions devoted to
knowledge production have increased since 1945 (Gibbons et al. 1994, 141).
Specialization is a major factor in this development.

Permeation and Specialization

Most boundary crossing occurs at the level of specialties, not entire disci-
plines. A discipline is composed of clusters of specialties that form the micro-
environments where research and communication take place (Chubin 1976,
455). Specialized knowledge is both partial and synecdochic. Specialties are
concerned with and even confined to the significance of selected factors. Yet
they are given to portraying the whole category of nature, behavior, or expe-
rience as if it resembled the part each one studies in a parochial manner
(Bailis 1993, 4-6). By emphasizing their differences from other specialties,
practitioners justify claims to departmental status and resources. Identifiable
communities do not always emerge, but certain subfields bear such hallmarks
of disciplinary organization as professional associations, journals, and pro-
grams of graduate study (Whitley 1976, 472-73; 1984, 17).

Specialization is self-amplifying (Clark 1995, 245). From a quantitative
perspective, the results are staggering. By the year 1987, there were 8,530
definable knowledge fields (Crane and Small 1992, 197). By 1990, roughly
8,000 research topics in science alone were being sustained by specialized
networks (Clark 1995, 193). The claim of disciplinary primacy rests on the
continued fissioning of knowledge into greater numbers of specialties. Spe-
cialization, though, is also a major cause of increased boundary crossing and
interdisciplinary activity.

One explanation, specialty migration, is a familiar subject in science stud-
ies. The rank-and-file researcher typically works within a closely related set
of specialties. Yet the population of migrants who move beyond single spe-
cialties or narrow clusters of specialties is not trivial. The “occupational no-
madism” (Becher 1990, 344) of specialty migration occurs because any popu-
lation of active researchers is heterogeneous in training, ability, and style
(Chubin 1976, 471). They do not necessarily work within a single collectivity,
nor do they always remain within the same social group. Migration is closely
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tied to innovation, pathbreaking ideas, and new lines of research. A simplistic
view of knowledge space, however, arises from the tendency to portray spe-
cialty migrants in the rhetoric of the frontier.

The analogues of the specialty migrant are the trailblazer and the pioneer.
Cutting-edge research, like the opening, staking out, and settling of new ter-
ritory, is often depicted at a distant outpost. The place specialty migrants
work, though, is not always remote from the disciplinary mainstream, just as
certain “frontier” conditions exist in settled regions and inner cities. Some-
times disciplines meet in unexplored territories of experimental work, some-
times at the inner core of prominent methods and approaches. Depending
on the particular case, interdisciplinary activity may be peripheral to or part
of the current mainstream. As new goals develop and interests change, the
core of practices may also shift (Whitley 1976, 483). At this point in the his-
tory of specialization, both frontier and core are spreading. This situation is
especially strong in molecular biology, biotechnology, new material, nano-
technology, liquid crystal and solid state physics, nuclear fusion, infomatics,
and superconductivity (Gibbons et al. 1994, 160).

Migration implies the boundedness of specialties. Boundaries, though,
shift and overlap because ideas and techniques do not exist in a fixed place.
Researchers carry them along as they participate in multiple groups. Special-
ties possess no inherent boundaries. They are defined in terms of relative
concentration of interests (Becher 1990, 344; Chubin 1976, 464 n. 35). Mi-
gration occurs on different levels and time scales. The move may be perma-
nent or temporary. A member of a French department who was educated in
traditional modes of reading literary texts may migrate to a new specialism
such as interpretive theory or contribute to an established hybrid field such
as women’s studies or move to a new hybrid field such as cultural studies. A
member of a chemical engineering department may temporarily join a team
designing a new urban transportation system or develop a new line of re-
search on new chemical properties in manufacturing design or completely
relocate to a materials science program.

Migration is not random. Scientists who move into new fields, for in-
stance, tend to come from areas with specific characteristics, including a pro-
nounced decline in the significance of current results, insufficient avenues of
research, the presence of members with special competence in or knowledge
of techniques with wider application, and disruptive events that originate
outside the research community. Migrants move into areas offering special
opportunities for productive research, utilization of their skills, and promis-
ing career developments (Lemaine et al. 1976, 5). Studies of borrowing in the
social sciences reveal an added tendency, toward upward modeling in the
direction of a more prestigious discipline (Sherif and Sherif 1969b, xii). One
measure of a discipline’s status is to what extent other disciplines are at-
tracted to it. This form of social capital is evident in the current elevated
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status of literary theory and art history. Differences in disciplinary structure
also affect migration. Economists, for example, tend to move in more orga-
nized fashion than sociologists, who move in a wider and more random man-
ner. Economics as a discipline exhibits greater consensus than sociology (Do-
gan and Pahre 1990, 112-13).

Radio astronomy and molecular biology are classic examples of migration
that led to the production of interdisciplinary knowledge. These fields began
when some researchers concluded that a new line of inquiry looked scientifi-
cally more interesting than existing avenues (Chubin 1976, 457). Both re-
sulted not from the movement of an entire research community or a particu-
lar discipline or specialty but from the activities of individuals. In the case of
molecular biology, physicists migrated to a discipline with lesser status be-
cause biology had the greatest number of unsolved problems appearing open
to fruitful investigation at the time. Even the underlying metaphor of migra-
tion, Paul Hoch suggests, may in some ways be ill conceived. Most migration
occurs because research areas are in a constant process of reformulation
around new problems, not because practitioners decide to move (1987a,
493). This process is related to a more profound explanation for increased
boundary crossing—historical change.

Over the course of the twentieth century, the fracturing and refracturing
of disciplines into new specialties has been the dominant pattern of knowl-
edge growth (Scott 1984, 6). This phenomenon has resulted in both greater
fragmentation and greater convergence. A significant number of new special-
ties have a hybrid character, and their variety is as striking as their number.
They range from astrophysics and artificial intelligence to medical anthropol-
ogy and child development to feminist theory and a host of new queries
lumped under the umbrella term “cultural studies.” To explain and locate
these interests, new terminology has been developed. The term “aggregative
approach,” for example, labels fields such as gerontology and urban research,
which share the focus of different disciplines and exhibit a methodologically
and theoretically integrative approach. They constitute a second form of spe-
cialization that is focused on areas missed or only partially examined by tra-
ditional disciplinary specialties. Even when perceived as interdisciplinary,
though, each tends toward specialization through the boundary work of as-
serting its unique perspective and defining appropriate approaches (Van den
Daele and Weingart 1975, 254-55).

Dogan and Pahre (1990) attribute the development of hybrid fields to a
process of specialization-fragmentation-hybridization. Specialization is the first
stage. As specialization reaches a point of density, defined in terms of relative
mass of people, disciplines fragment and innovative scholars recombine spe-
cialties across disciplinary lines. Density at the core opens up room for inno-
vations at the margins. Hybridization, born of the continuous reintegration
of specialties across disciplines, is the second stage. There have been more
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recombinations and border crossings by innovative scholars over the past
three decades than in the previous millennium. Hybridization is both cause
and effect. A relatively recent phenomenon, it produces two types of hybrids:
formally institutionalized subfields of one or another formal discipline or
permanent “cross-disciplinary” committees or programs that regularize ex-
changes among scholars from different disciplines and informal hybridized
topics, such as development, that may never become institutionalized hybrid
fields.

Dogan and Pahre’s theory has several weaknesses. In focusing primarily
on innovators, they overstate the influence of individuals while understating
opposition and structural features of change. Even they concede that the
core-density relationship is more complicated than their focus on innovators
and margins allows. The distance from center to border varies from one dis-
cipline to another. Like Geertz, they eschew the term “interdisciplinary,” as-
sociating it haphazardly with an all-encompassing knowledge of two or more
entire disciplines that, realistically, never occurs. Their illustrations, though,
are the familiar stock of interdisciplinary claims. More important, the term
“hybridization” provides a name for a process at work in all domains. Like
Gibbons et al.’s theory of mode 2 (1994), hybridization calls attention to new
defining conditions of knowledge production.

As older fields have divided into smaller units through fissioning, they
have confronted the fragments of other disciplines. The deeper specialization
goes, the greater the number of specialties, and the greater inevitability of
specialists meeting at the boundaries of other disciplines. The first force driv-
ing interdisciplinarity identified by the OECD, recall, was the development
of science through specialization. Specialization produces narrower and nar-
rower fields, nearly all of which correspond to the intersection of two disci-
plines. This interaction limits the object of examination, but it also necessi-
tates a manifold approach. Depending on the case, “interdisciplinarity” may
be used as a symbol of crisis, the means of exploding an overrigid discipline,
or the foundation for a new discipline. Technical progress may also produce
a conjunction between a discipline and a particular application of that disci-
pline. Teaching and research in space medicine in the United States, for ex-
ample, stem from development of the biological sciences and the need to
respond to particular problems raised by space flights. A different variant of
diversification occurs in using common elements, such as mathematics, the
concept of a structure, or specific models (Interdisciplinarity 1972, 44-45).

Hybrids, moreover, beget other hybrids. This is especially true in the natu-
ral sciences, where greater fragmentation and hybridization are present. Neu-
roendocrinology, an alliance within physiology between endocrinology and
neurophysiology, is a second-generation hybrid. Mapping migrations of pre-
historic peoples through analysis of mitochondrial DNA, which is transmit-
ted solely by females, involves genetic biologists and biological anthropolo-
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gists (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 72). The extent of boundary crossing at this
level suggests that subspecialty interactions may now be more reliable indi-
cators of interdisciplinary activity than the emergence of new hybrid disci-
plines, perhaps even knowledge production in general (Lepenies 1976, 302;
Dogan and Pahre 1990, 64). Internal divisions can create barriers to coopera-
tion, but specialties are vital sites of cross-fertilization. This aspect of spe-
cialty relations is confirmed at the smallest level of detail, the criteria that
differentiate one discipline from another.

Permeation and Criteria of (Re)marcation

Textbooks, knowledge histories, and studies of knowledge practices mark
distinctions between disciplines by pointing to the different objects that are
examined and the subjects that are studied. Within distinct material fields of
focus, different methods, tools, and concepts are also used and different
theories and laws are developed. These criteria are well-established points of
demarcation, but they are also nodal points of connection. Ironically, criteria
of demarcation are also criteria for cross-fertilization and interrelation.

Material field comprises a set of objects that presumably reside within a
discrete domain. Physicists and chemists study material objects, botanists
study plants, anthropologists study humans, and so on. Because material
fields overlap, though, the notion of a field of objects must be supplemented
by recourse to how objects are defined and treated. In some fields, moreover,
domains not only overlap but are identical, as in certain practices of physics
and chemistry and of linguistics and literature (Posner 1988, 168, 176). Sub-
ject matter seems the simplest distinction. Yet in day-to-day practice, subjects
are rarely separated as neatly as they are in taxonomies. The practice of one
discipline may also be treated as the subject matter of another. This meta-
theoretical role occurs in history of sociology, sociology of history, and an-
thropology of medicine (Paxson 1996).

Generally speaking, boundaries are determined more by method, theory,
and conceptual framework than by subject matter. When studying the same
topic, scholars may fragment their disciplines along specialist lines that con-
nect more across ‘disciplinary boundaries than down the hall of the same
department. A Marxian economist, for instance, may share more concepts,
approaches, and methods with a Marxian literary theorist than with a neo-
classical economic theorist (Amariglio, Resnick, and Wolff 1993, 151). Like-
wise, three scholars working on French politics may differ greatly in ap-
proach. One may use game theory, the second may use statistical methods,
and the third may present empirical analysis expressed in the vernacular.
They do not speak the same language, they are not interested in the same
topics, and their discourse patterns differ. The first may talk with other game
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theorists in economics or with applied game theorists in international rela-
tions. The second is more likely to communicate with statisticians and social
psychologists, the third with historians and sociologists. They perceive differ-
ent neighbors, work in different networks, borrow from different contexts,
and use different methods (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 54, 84).

Theory and law are no more straightforward. Not all units called disci-
plines are clearly identified with laws, and few if any have a unified theory
that defines boundaries without dispute (Bechtel 1986b, 11; Posner 1988,
176). Theory-based groupings—such as functionalism, structuralism, semi-
otics, and Marxism—bridge disciplinary divisions and display similarities
that generate independent ideologies (Becher 1990, 337). The theories of one
discipline may also be substantially revised in light of criteria for theory as-
sessment imported from another. Philosophy of mind, for example, has been
reshaped by contact with other disciplines in the area of cognitive science. It
has begun using criteria characteristic of cognitive psychology, computer sci-
ence, and to an extent neurophysiology (Paxson 1996). In the humanities and
social sciences, the importation of postmodern theories from Europe stimu-
lated cross-fertilization and interaction. And in a reversal of cross-Atlantic
influence, the international appeal of Talcott Parsons was due in part to his
propensity toward general theoretical discussion and his resistance to disci-
plinary limits, far more than other postwar American theorists in sociology
(Calhoun 1992, 140 n. 3).

Comparably, methods and analytical tools are sites of both difference and
connection. Forms of observation are common in astronomy, geology, and
botany, less so in mathematics and logic. Laboratory experiments are com-
mon in physics and chemistry, biology and psychology, less so in sociology,
literature and the arts, or mathematics and logic. Questionnaires and polls
are common in sociology, psychology, and economics, less so in literature,
the arts, and jurisprudence. Nonetheless, a variety of methods may be present
in the same discipline, and method-based groupings, such as crystallography,
transcend subject matter boundaries (Posner 1988, 168—69, 176; Becher
1990, 337). Methods and analytic tools have been highly generalizable across
subject matter. Experimentation, statistics, computer modeling and simula-
tion, cybernetics, and information policy have functioned as “diagonal sci-
ences,” stimulating cross-fertilization of analytical tools (Heckhausen 1972,
84-85). Computer simulation cuts across fields as diverse as political science,
sports medicine, and architecture. In the social sciences, symbolic languages
are often borrowed in the form of mathematical fads, such as factor analysis,
game theory, nonlinear dynamics, operations research, catastrophe theory,
and chaos theory (Pahre 1994, 21).

Problem is the least clear-cut distinction. It is no longer controversial to
suggest that research problems fall between the cracks of established disci-
plines (Chubin 1976, 466). All problems are not of the same kind. George
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Reynolds suggests that scientists address three different kinds of problems.
Reynolds’s formulation is valid across knowledge fields, not just the sciences.

Problems of the first kind: intellectual problems within a traditional
discipline.

Problems of the second kind: multidisciplinary problems that are basically
intellectual rather than policy-action in nature, but that cannot be suc-
cessfully undertaken within the boundaries of a single discipline.

Problems of the third kind: distinctly multidisciplinary problems generated
increasingly by society and distinguished by relatively short-time
courses calling in some cases for a policy-action result and in other
cases for a technological quick-fix.

(Sigma Xi 1988, 21)

For problems of the first kind, traditionally the mainstay of disciplinary
practice, disciplining is at its strongest. One of the major effects of interdis-
ciplinary work, though, has been to redefine problems of the first kind as
problems of the second kind. This reformulation occurred when textuality,
traditionally constructed as a literary problem, became a problem in anthro-
pology and sociology. Reformulation exerts centrifugal pressure on disci-
plines and departmental structures (Halliday 1992, 26). The development of
science has also posed ever broader tasks that lead to growing interconnec-
tions among natural, social, and technical sciences (Fedoseyev 1984, 13). The
multi- and interdisciplinary nature of problems is often highlighted when
research is located in centers: when, for instance, a polar research center ad-
dresses problems of ice core research, polar ecology, Antarctic tectonics, and
glaciology (OSU 1991, 18).

The pressing weight of exogenous problems has fostered a widespread
belief that problems of the third kind are the major reason for increasing
interdisciplinarity and boundary blurring. Because their impetus lies beyond
the boundaries of the academy, “practical” problems are outside the scope of
classical problems of the first kind or intellectual problems of the second
kind. The urgency of modern social and technological problems has in-
creased the share of problem- and mission-oriented research in the university
to the point that a significant portion of basic research now includes the ad-
jective “mission oriented” (Ruscio 1985, 16). To accommodate this type of
research, the number of problem-focused structures and work modes has
increased. Disciplines involved in mission-oriented research are also exhibit-
ing fuzziness at their boundaries. In some areas knowledge production is no
longer occurring strictly within disciplinary boundaries. The leading examples
are the Human Genome Project and the fields of biotechnology, molecular
biology, risk assessment, and technology assessment (Gibbons et al. 1994,
138, 147).
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The pull of problems is so strong that researchers are often depicted as
following problems wherever they may lead. Problems, though, are not an-
thropomorphic. Problem definition is the result of human action. Setting a
problem establishes boundaries by naming the things that will be attended to
and framing the context in which this occurs (Schon 1983, 40). The same
problem may be treated as a problem of the first, second, or third kind. As a
result, disputes about interdisciplinary programs are often based on disputes
about problem definition. The problem of political behavior, for example,
has been central to the definition of contemporary political science. The
question whether “political behavior” and its underlying aspects are treated
in a strictly disciplinary manner depends, in significant part, on how the
problem is framed and whether its interdisciplinary formulation is perceived
as duplicating disciplinary research and education or offering a shallow sub-
stitute (Elder 1992).

The simultaneity of boundary maintenance and boundary crossing is un-
derscored by the multiple ways that problems are defined and objects are
treated. A problem such as “poverty” appears at the same time in economics,
policy studies, sociology, and women'’s studies. Likewise, the problem of “dis-
ease” appears simultaneously in social medicine, anatomy, gerontology, and
a host of medical specialties. The problems are constructed differently in
each domain, but trading zones of common interest emerge, and hybrid com-
munities form to develop those interests. Comparably, depending on the
questions asked about it, any object may fall within the domains of several
different fields. Stephen Toulmin’s classic example bears repeating: “The be-
havior of a muscle fiber, for instance, can fall within the domains of biochem-
istry, electrophysiology, pathology, and thermodynamics, since questions can
be asked about it from all four points of view: and, in principle, the same
fiber could be brought within the scope of still other sciences, by making it a
topic for (say) quantum-mechanical or psychological questions” (1972, 149).

Like the problems of poverty and disease, the object of a muscle fiber is
constructed differently. In one domain subcellular chemicals constitute the
object. In another it is an injured tissue, in another domain a dynamic entity
(Ellen Messer-Davidow, pers. comm., 12 May 1995). Yet the relational char-
acteristics of objects—their proximity, causality, analogy, and organic inter-
dependence—are sources of disciplinary contact (Stone 1969, 18). One of
the prominent themes in knowledge description today is the reconsideration
of relations between disciplines that constitute the same object differently. As
new aggregate levels of organization are being revealed, “multidisciplinary”
is becoming a common description of research objects. The current differ-
entiation of biology, for instance, means that many biologists are working at
the borders of neighboring fields. “In effect,” Hedi Bel Habib explains, “the
same object—an organism—is at one and the same time a physical (atomic),
chemical (molecular), biological (macromolecular), physiological, mental, so-
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cial, and cultural object” (1990, 6). Biology, as a result, increasingly is char-
acterized by its ties to “ancillary sciences,” especially chemistry and physics
(Pilet 1981, 635).

Concepts are powerful sources of cross-fertilization. Certain highly charged
concepts, Katherine Hayles points out (1990), appear in various combina-
tions throughout a culture, not just in the authorized versions that crystallize
around new paradigms. Chaos is a timely example. Traditionally turbulence
was viewed from the perspective of fluid flows. Today it is a general phe-
nomenon. General connection, though, does not mean commensurability.
Literary theorists value chaos because they are concerned with exposing the
ideological underpinning of traditional ideas of order. Chaos theorists, in
contrast, value chaos as the engine that drives a system toward a more com-
plex kind of order, not subverting it. Even when the same problem is for-
mulated on isomorphic assumptions, the arrows in each field do not all point
in the same direction. When concepts circulate within a cultural field they
stimulate cross-fertilization, but they also bear the traces of local disciplinary
economies. Consequently the universe of discourse is both fragmented and
unified. Cultural fields bespeak interconnectedness, but local differences
bespeak the power of specialization within contemporary organizations of
knowledge. The only truly interdisciplinary theory possible, Hayles rightly
concludes, is a theory about the impossibility of creating a theory that is not
implicated in disciplinary practice (1990, xiv, 4, 37, 116).

Put in terms of boundary work, concepts facilitate general connection be-
cause of their hybridity, but they still exhibit the specificities of disciplinary
location. Interrelated propositions appear concurrently in separate discourses
because they are compatible with cultural environments, making structural-
ism and general systems appealing to one generation, textualism and chaos
appealing to another. They function, in effect, as “boundary concepts.” The
idea of boundary concept emanates from the sociological tradition of sym-
bolic interactionism. Star and Griesmer (1988) proposed the notions of
“boundary object” and “boundary concept” to explain something that lies at
the heart of interdisciplinary work—heterogeneous interactions.

Star and Griesmer distinguished four kinds of boundary objects: reposi-
tories (such as a library or a museum), ideal types (the concept of species in
biology), coincident boundaries (a geographic unit such as a state), and stan-
dardized forms (indexes). A repository, such as a library or a museum, can
function as a common site for work involving members of different fields.
Their primary example, the Berkeley Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, re-
sulted from the cooperation of a hybrid community composed of profes-
sional biologists, amateur naturalists, trappers, administrators at the Univer-
sity of California’s Berkeley campus, the general public, philanthropists,
conservationists, and taxidermists. By using common procedures and forms,
they were able to bridge boundaries separating them through cooperative



The Permeation of Boundaries 51

work that served the goals of the museum. Professional and amateur status
remained distinct, but standardized forms and procedures for recording in-
formation were boundary objects that linked individuals from different social
worlds.

Ideal types and coincident boundaries also link social worlds. Concrete and
conceptual objects are robust enough to maintain unity across fields but plas-
tic enough to be manipulated. Weakly structured in common use, they are
strongly structured at individual sites. Like the boundary stones from which
they take their name, they are negotiable entities that simultaneously delimit
and link particular territories. In cognitive terms, they facilitate hybrid intel-
lectual work. In social terms, they facilitate intergroup alliance. Although the
concepts of “boundary concept” and “trading zone” originated in different
contexts, they are, Ilana Lowy suggests, complementary. By facilitating het-
erogeneous interactions between different professional groups, boundary
concepts stimulate trading zones and, if they more develop fully, the interlan-
guages of pidgins and creoles emerge (1992, 374-75). Many concepts oper-
ate in this manner, from Star and Griesmer’s example of species in biology
and Lowy’s example of the self in immunology to status and role in the social
sciences, organism and ecosystem in the sciences, and the concepts of urban,
environment, border, area, women, and culture examined in chapter 4.

The effort to bring a wider range of explanation to bear on disciplinary
objects is a major instance in the humanities. Historical, sociological, psycho-
logical, and political explanation were traditionally treated as background
information. Whether the object was a painting, a poem, or a musical com-
position, it was constructed as a discrete entity. Contextual circumstances
were kept in the background. In current scholarship, the boundary separat-
ing foreground and background has been crossed, in some cases even dis-
solved, by rendering context subject to the same difficulties of interpretation
as a text. An artistic work or body of works becomes a cultural text that
transcends older divisions of high and popular culture. The boundary be-
tween, say, a painting attributed to Rembrandt as a “thing” and its reception
as an “event” becomes a plural site. It is the locus of reflection on cultural
discourse and visual practices in history (Bal 1991, 6, 11). When an object is
contextualized in this manner, other disciplines become indispensable. This
move, which forces boundary changes (Stember 1991, 2), is signified in the
humanities by the metaphor of “circulation” of forces within a cultural field.

The metaphor of circulation is not unique to the humanities. Cooperation
between the military and physicists during World War IT illustrates how tech-
nique is an actor that circulates across boundaries. The conventional account
of efforts to devise an atomic bomb and radar systems, Andrew Pickering
explains (1993), usually depicts each of the two sides surrendering part of its
autonomy in return for benefits the other could provide. Physicists provided
the know-how and the hardware for radar systems and a bomb. The military
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provided funding on an unprecedented scale. The relationship, though, was
not a simple matter of adding onto, allying with, or incorporating an existing,
stable institution. Instead, despite resistance, the military essentially re-formed
around physics. Physical technique was placed at the heart of a changed mili-
tary machine that optimized itself around exploitation of that technique. The
military in effect enfolded physicists, changing shape and wrapping itself
around them. In the process of enfolding, physics moved to the center and
the military became dependent on it. The topological metaphor of enfolding
connotes intimacy, reconfiguration, and irreversibility. Physical technique
was produced by one actor, physics, then a component of it was siphoned off
and consumed by another, the military-industrial complex (Pickering 1993,
105, 109-10, 114).

The Implications of Permeation

The implications of boundary permeation are apparent in both individual
identity and disciplinary classification. Naming is an important index. Names
and the classifications they signify represent attempts to stabilize the flux of
social life. They even, to an extent, create the realities they purport to repre-
sent. Mapping and naming natural or cultural things are important intellec-
tual parts of their institutionalization (Douglas 1986, 45, 108). The act of
naming entails a concurrent process of gathering, sorting, comparing, and
contrasting within an evolving view of reality. Naming a field or a practice
lays claim to the nature of an object as it expresses methodological and theo-
retical commitments (Armstrong and Fontaine 1989; Olson and Gale 1991,
200). The classifications embodied in institutions, structures, and maps are
neither static nor permanent, since people challenge and sometimes change
even the most hardened designations (Gieryn 1995, 30).

Trevor Pinch (1990) relates a personal anecdote that illustrates the rhe-
torical boundary work of classification. Pinch admits he may call himself a
sociologist. In his research on the rhetoric of science, however, he has more
in common with linguists at other universities than with the person in the
next office who is writing a book about sociological theory. In 1987 the Uni-
versity Grants Committee of Great Britain participated in a national effort to
evaluate research output in universities that used teaching subject areas—
such as physics, chemistry, or sociology—as residual categories. The com-
mittee categorized Pinch’s work and that of two colleagues at York University
as “history of science.” When informed by the committee of the results, the
vice-chancellor of the university congratulated the History Department on its
ranking, only to be told the department neither taught nor conducted re-
search in the history of science. Ambiguity over labeling continued in 1989
when their work was reclassified as “sociology.” Such events are not mere
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residual boundary problems arising from attempts to apply a classificatory
scheme. They are fundamental to disciplinary definition. For purposes of
government evaluation of research, some labels are appropriate for con-
structing common identity. In other contexts, different labels are appropri-
ate. Labels are neither meaningless nor arbitrary, but they are malleable
(Pinch 1990, 298-300).

Biology again comes to mind. The boundaries of its subfields are not al-
ways easy to discriminate, and some individuals prefer titles such as “immu-
nologist,” “biochemist,” or “ecologist.” One researcher Kenneth Ruscio in-
terviewed admitted he might be called a “biologist,” but he can no longer do
so in good conscience. When asked about his discipline, another usually re-
plies “immunology.” That is his research area. Yet he coordinates a cell biol-
ogy course and declares, “I am really a cell biologist,” even though in study-
ing how cells function he is involved in problems that go beyond immunology
into genetics (Ruscio 1985, 14-15). These days an embryologist and a ge-
neticist may be more alike in knowledge, techniques, and interests than two
chemists. In this circumstance, is it proper to call collaboration between the
geneticist and the embryologist “interdisciplinary” while classifying the joint
work of two chemists who labor to understand each other as “disciplinary”
research (Wolfle 1981, 6)? Is it proper to call the scientist who investigates
certain molecular structures of DNA a molecular biologist, a geneticist, a
biochemist, or a quantum mechanic (Swoboda 1979, 53)?

Complications of individual identity are related to disciplinary complexity.
The degree of specialization and volume of information in any given disci-
pline are now larger than any individual can master (Campbell 1969, 330
31). Disciplines conventionally include a number of subfields located at a
distance from each other—conceptually, methodologically, and normatively.
As a result, meetings of large professional organizations that represent a
single discipline—such as the Modern Language Association, the American
Anthropological Association, and the American Historical Association—are
actually congeries of specialties in varying degrees of proximity. This devel-
opment means that the term “discipline” can no longer be used without criti-
cal reflection on its meaning. To put the matter succinctly, is atomic physics
a subdiscipline of physics? Or is atomic physics the discipline and physics a
supradiscipline? Is the recipient of a Ph.D. in Arctic biology from the Uni-
versity of Alaska really practicing the same discipline as someone receiving a
degree in mathematical biology from the University of Chicago or a degree
in radiation biology from the University of Rochester (Swoboda 1979, 53)?

Disciplinary complexity is further apparent in departmental organization.
The concept of an academic “department” dates back to the organization of
the University of Paris in 1213. In 1815 Harvard College reorganized into six
“departments,” though modern departmental structure dates from the 1890s.
Influenced by changes at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Columbia, and the Uni-
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versity of Chicago, the term took on connotations of specialization and ad-
ministrative autonomy. The shift to departments as elemental administrative
units heightened the sense of competition with other departments while
transferring the power to judge the suitability of courses and programs and
to recommend appointments, promotions, salary increases, and other re-
wards (Davis 1995, 29; Dressel 1970; Winsborough 1992, 272; Graff 1987,
58). For the first half of the twentieth century, disciplines were contained and
controlled within department units. The proliferation of specialties, new hy-
brid fields, new structures of knowledge production, and new educational
formats has strained the premise of containment.

As disciplines have differentiated into increasing numbers of specialties,
they have become decentralized into smaller units that exert day-to-day social
control over what is studied and how it is studied. These units neither cer-
tainly nor inevitably lie within conventionally defined boundaries. Alternative
sites of research—programs, centers, institutes, and laboratories—have fur-
ther weakened disciplinary control over subject definition, conceptual ap-
proaches, cognitive structures, goals, and norms. From the standpoint of in-
stitutionalization, any one college or university is a representation of selected
disciplinary parts. In many sciences today, the strict identification of intellec-
tual disciplines with undergraduate departments is no longer a social reality.
Only a few departments now claim or can afford to represent the entire range
of specialties categorized under the same label. Universities specialize in par-
ticular parts of physics or chemistry, even if the hierarchy of specialties en-
sures that the ones at the top will be represented in most departments. The
discipline as a set of research activities has also outgrown the departmental
basis of employment and careers (Whitley 1984, 12, 18-20).

New specialties put added pressure on departmental organization. Mer-
gers created by new hybrid fields are handled differently. Biochemistry, for
example, is sometimes structured as an independent department, sometimes
linked to biophysics, sometimes joined with physiology, and at other times
organized by an interdisciplinary committee composed of members of de-
partments of biology and chemistry. At the level of individuals, teaching as-
signments do not always correspond to the kind of research faculty members
do or how they identify themselves. A taxonomist and an evolutionary theorist
may be located in an anatomy department, while a theorist of evolutionary and
developmental biology is in a department of biochemistry and biophysics.
Their closest teaching colleagues may differ from their closest research col-
leagues (Bechtel 1986b, 16).

New specialties also lead to reorganizing traditional departments. In the
late 1980s, the University of Chicago Medical Center merged many of its
departments of biological sciences and eliminated others. From one stand-
point, the arrangement was a matter of administrative and economic conve-
nience, but it also recognized current overlaps in the knowledge being taught
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in different departments (Winkler 1987, A14). Anthropology illustrates an-
other type of reorganization. At present, many lines of research are thriving
in the discipline. Some speculate that archaeology and physical anthropol-
ogy—with their current ties to ecology, evolutionary biology, and anatomy—
may divide from the rest of the field. Echoing these developments, Duke
University recently reassigned physical anthropologists from the arts and sci-
ences to the medical campus while distributing archaeologists to various de-
partments and reconstituting anthropology as a department of cultural an-
thropology (Calhoun 1992, 148 n. 14).

The view of disciplinarity that emerges from an analysis of boundary per-
meation does not deny the value of specialization, the inevitability of differ-
entiation given the current scale of knowledge, or the inertial strength of
institutionalized disciplinary formation (Calhoun 1992, 184; Stocking and
Leary 1986, 57). It does, though, challenge misconceptions that arise from
standard models. Standard models stress stability, predictability, and au-
tonomy. Discipline, however, is not a neat category (Becher 1990, 335). Dis-
ciplines differ in the ways they structure themselves, establish identities,
maintain boundaries, regulate and reward practitioners, manage consensus
and dissent, and communicate internally and externally. “Far from there be-
ing a single, standard theoretical or conceptual structure,” Geoffrey Squires
observes, “one finds all sorts of internal ‘maps’: a tight theoretical core, with
applied offshoots; a number of parallel ‘spines’; a set of Venn-like overlap-
ping fields; a matrix of intersecting problems and methods; a loosely related
set of sub-fields” (1992, 203).

On closer inspection, disciplines are actually fissured sites comprising
multiple strata and influenced by other disciplines (Easton 1991a, 13). As
disciplinary activity evolves and adapts to changing environments, it pro-
duces reformulations of the present body of knowledge (Heckhausen 1972,
83). A discipline, like an individual, is a “shifting and fragile homeostatic
system.” Research tracks and specialties grow, split, join, adapt, and die
(Bateson 1972, 35-46, 62-79; Abbott 1988, xi, 33). A major aspect of their
ongoing growth is the set of activities that derives from boundary crossing.
Locating the discussion at the level of specialties also highlights another as-
pect of knowledge production that is often overlooked.

Tony Becher invokes the analogy of an active biological culture viewed
under a microscope. At close range a discipline is a constantly changing “ka-
leidoscope of smaller components,” varied in form but still related through a
general process of specialization. One of the salient features of subdiscipli-
nary groupings is their relative lack of stability compared with parent disci-
plines. Individual cells are in a “state of constant flux.” They subdivide and
recombine, changing shape and disposition in a constant process. Some sub-
units exhibit an “anarchic tendency” to appear more closely allied with coun-
terparts in the heartlands of other disciplines than to subunits of their own
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disciplines. These groupings create “countercultures” that in some respects
conflict with and may even undermine the cultures of disciplines they derive
from (Becher 1990, 333, 336, 343—44). Many faculty members, as a result,
are conscious of behaving counterculturally when they engage in interdisci-
plinary research and teaching (Alberta 1990, 5).

The final realization is that boundary crossing has become part of the pro-
cess of knowledge production, not a peripheral event. Teaching and learning,
research and scholarship, and service work are no longer simply inside or
outside the disciplines. Interdisciplinary work is 7z the disciplines as much as
it is outside them. Disciplines now routinely experience the push of prolific
fields and the pull of strong new concepts and paradigms (Jantsch 1980,
306). As specialization has expanded into new problem areas, the scope of
knowledge has extended into new areas of experience and phenomena
(Blume 1985, 145-46). Intensification of interests in new areas has produced
new domains that fall between older disciplines, such as sociobiology and
biochemistry and, at the extremes of prior capability, particle physics and
cosmology. Extensification of interests has produced new areas that draw
together existing disciplines to model more complex phenomena, such as
concrete economic and public health problems (Fuller 1988, 285).

The rhetoric of interdisciplinarity calls for lowering disciplinary walls,
opening gates between fiefdoms, and lessening tariff mentality. Even as new
interests challenge and reconstruct boundaries, however, they are enmeshed
in boundary work.



CHAPTER 3
Boundary Work in
Inter/ Disciplinary Relations

e oundary work is ongoing, from the point of making claims to legitimat-
ing practices and judging outcomes. It occurs in all interdisciplinary
activities, from borrowing tools and methods to forming new hybrid disci-
plines. The nature of any one activity lies in the relation between bounding

and hybridity.

The Bounding of Interdisciplinary Practices

Any interdisciplinary field encompasses a range of existing and potential af-
filiations. This hybridity theoretically creates an ever-expanding obligation to
learn the techniques and concepts of many disciplines. In practice, though,
selected cuts are made. Even interdisciplinary knowledge is partial knowl-
edge. Cognitive science and Chicano urban history illustrate the strains that
hybridity creates.

Cognitive science has a professional association, an identifiable set of jour-
nals, degree programs, and a special library classification. These and other
trappings of disciplinary communities make it possible to develop an ap-
proach to the subjects of psychology, logic, linguistics, artificial intelligence,
and neuroscience that renders them integral parts of an interdisciplinary in-
quiry into the nature of mind. The field continues to grow as it incorporates
advances in neighboring fields, especially computer sciences, linguistics, and
mathematics. Technological advances in noninvasive brain imaging, for ex-
ample, enable researchers to study process in action. As the field enlarges,
though, differences in definition and methodology create conflicting claims
(Becher 1994, 30).

57
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As researchers have attempted to fill gaps in knowledge of Chicano urban
history, they too have encountered problems. Reform empbhasis, social sci-
ence methodology, interdisciplinarity, and topical diversification have ad-
vanced understanding, but they have also lengthened the list of relevant so-
cial sciences, multiplied the topical agenda, and introduced more intricate
methodologies. Advancement comes at a price. Appropriate methods have
proved most applicable to narrow case studies and topical problems. As
Roger Lotchin put it in an overview of the field, “We cannot lengthen the
agenda of urban history, narrow its geographical and topical foci, master new
methodologies, and simultaneously answer or even address the big questions
about the process of urbanization or national history. We have learned to our
sorrow that all the world is neither Philadelphia nor Newburyport” (1983,
232-33).

The hybridity of interdisciplinary fields is at once their strength and a con-
tinuing source of difficulty. Part of the difficulty is the impossibility of doing
everything. Interdisciplinary fields also experience greater traffic in and out
of pertinent disciplines and the fields themselves. Multidimensionality is a
vital stimulus, but it is also a constant source of jurisdictional disputes. The
taken-for-granted assumptions common in established disciplines are often
lacking, leaving the foundation in contention (Messer-Davidow, Shumway,
and Sylvan 1993a, 19). Multidimensionality also conflicts with one of the
most powerful agents of boundary work—peer review.

The national park system of the United States illustrates the conflict. In
1968 the system was divided into three zones—natural, historical, and rec-
reational. National Park Service money for research in the parks as “natural
zones” was restricted to projects that fell within the physical and life sciences,
even though the parks are valuable laboratories for broader ecological re-
search. This is not an isolated example. On many occasions outsiders such as
chemists and physicists have found themselves excluded when they apply for
medical-oriented research funds from medical agencies (Sigma Xi 1988, 44,
48). Plate tectonics is a major example.

Plate tectonics is a comprehensive theory that explains mountain building,
earthquakes, and volcanism. The new theory was unexpected; it emerged
quickly over a period spanning roughly 1957-70. Paleomagnetists, seismol-
ogists, and oceanographers, geologists and geophysicists whose specialties
had been diverging over time came together through new information, pro-
ducing a chain of scientific papers and voluminous collaborative research.
The results fundamentally altered understanding of the earth’s crust. The un-
derlying idea was not new. Since the pioneering work of Arthur Wegener in
the 1920s, a small minority of earth scientists had been making qualitative
arguments for continental drift (Scientific Interfaces 1986, 93). The year 1960
was a watershed. Henry Hess provided the basis for the modern theory of
sea-floor spreading in a speculative text titled History of Ocean Basins. That
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same year, the British Royal Meteorological Society awarded its Napier Shaw
Prize to an essay on polar wandering and continental drift that indicated the
integrated character of the coming revolution (Sigma Xi 1988, 1—4).

The results were profound. In the words of one marine geologist, people
who squeezed rocks, people who identified deep-ocean nannofossils, and
people were mapped faults in Montana suddenly all cared about each other’s
work (McPhee 1981, 201-2). The impact of the new theory was rapid, com-
parable to the speed with which Shannon’s information theory and chaos
theory moved into other disciplines. Its rapid emergence, though, raises a
fundamental question. How sudden was plate tectonics? The authors of
Sigma Xi's 1988 report on boundary crossing in science frame the question:
“Was the plate tectonics revolution the result of interdisciplinary cooperation
at the margins of the disciplines concerned? Or could it be interpreted as a
recognition of the impact of principles, theories and data that were all central
elements of the different disciplines? If the latter was the case, does this have
significant implications for the policies governing the support of these disci-
plines and science as a whole?” (3—-4).

Wias plate tectonics at the core or at the periphery of the affected disci-
plines? If it emerged unexpectedly, what justification would there have been
for any major funding agency or other science policy—oriented body to iden-
tify tectonics as ripe for interdisciplinary activity before the revolution was
well under way (40-52)? If it was there all along, its rapid emergence calls
into question the logic of the boundaries maintained by funding categories.
The “vocabularies of justification” that operate in peer review are not neces-
sarily consonant with research practice, but they act as strong inhibitors of
interdisciplinary research (Chubin 1990, 148). The emergent quality of much
interdisciplinary research means that loss of innovation occurs. The impor-
tance of a piece of research to an allied field can be assessed only retrospec-
tively, after an unexpected finding has been published, slowly recognized as
legitimate, and placed at the center of the theories or paradigms of existing
fields (Perper 1989, 29).

Reductionism and dominance are also forms of boundary work. The ax-
iomatics of one discipline were imposed at a hierarchical level when the fields
of planning and management and organization were reformulated around
empirical and reductionist concepts of applied behavioral sciences. This form
of disciplinary influence also occurred when purely economic criteria and
linear methods were applied to education and to scientific research and de-
velopment (Jantsch 1980). In a hybrid field, one discipline may also have
greater voice.

A cursory view of criminology, for instance, suggests the field is “solidly
interdisciplinary,” judging by the breadth of book titles, the flagship publi-
cation, the variety of journals in which research is published, and the array of
participants. Patterns of disciplinary ethnocentrism, though, are evident in
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the history of the field and its attitudinal structures. Segmentation was appar-
ent in the earliest textbooks and has been reinforced in the structure of
graduate education. Psychology and psychiatry initially assumed dominance
through the intelligence testing movement and the initiation of a separate
court system for juvenile offenders in 1899. With the revival of sociological
criminology, sociology’s influence grew. Some sociologists actively promote
interdisciplinarity. They also draw on other disciplinary perspectives, use
multifactor approaches, and argue for greater recognition of individual dif-
ferences. Sociological criminology, nonetheless, has greater status and influ-
ence in the field and in the American Society of Criminology (Binder 1987).

The parceling of wholes into their disciplinary parts is a common form of
reductionism. The concept of an ecosystem, recall, implies a hybridity of ap-
proaches and perspectives. The concept appears in social and geographical
sciences, resource management, environmental impact assessment, planning
and decision making, and social science research. Yet the dominant academic
tendency has been to represent it partially. When energy flow is at issue, eco-
system ecologists tend to reason about ecosystems from the perspective of
physics. When nutrient cycling is of interest, chemistry is the primary focus.
When control and stability are considered, systems analysis plays a more in-
fluential role (Golley 1986, 290-92).

Parceling also occurs in projects. Because they do not fit conventional
categories, projects often rely on multiple grants to fund discrete portions of
research. The Philadelphia Social History Project (PSHP) was a large-scale,
collaborative, and multidisciplinary investigation of the industrial develop-
ment of Philadelphia and its diverse ethnic groups. The PSHP was funded
by grants from the Center for Studies of Metropolitan Problems of the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health, the Division of Research Grants of the
National Endowment for the Humanities, the Sociology Program of the Na-
tional Science Foundation, and the Center for Population Research of the
National Institute for Child Health and Human Development (Hershberg
1981, xiii—xiv). Achieving integrated knowledge in large projects is often de-
pendent on participants’ goodwill and the director’s ability to sustain uneven
commitments. In order to establish disciplinary credentials, individuals pub-
lish discrete portions of the total output. Even journal issues and books de-
voted to interdisciplinary topics tend to consist of juxtaposed voices speaking
separate tongues, linked by their encyclopedic alignment, the editor’s prefa-
tory remarks, and authors’ introductory and concluding paragraphs.

Parceling also occurs in a social form of reductionism—uneven influence.
Status dynamics create a disproportionate influence that relegates some par-
ticipants to peripheral roles (Klein 1990b, 127 -28). Geographers often com-
plain of being limited to the role of “outside” expert or data supplier on
archaeological and historical projects. Similarly, the social sciences often be-
come a kind of “service industry” in many scientific research projects (Eisel
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1992, 243). In a telling example, Simon and Goode chronicled the problems
they encountered as anthropologists involved in policy research. The project
focused on the efforts of newly laid-off employees and union leaders to save
jobs in the supermarket industry.

Minus the specificities of anthropology, the four models of collaboration
Simon and Goode identified are potential levels of interaction in all interdis-
ciplinary projects: background or context information, an additive step that
can be supplied separately from contributions of other researchers and may
appear as an appendix or separate case study; elaboration or explanation of
findings from quantitative components, still an additive, not integrative role
that typically produces a concluding chapter valued as descriptive detail, not
as “findings”; definition of important variables or categories for quantitative
study, a step that sometimes occurs at the outset or before finalization of
research design, structured instruments, or analytic approaches; creative com:-
bination of ethnographic and multivariate approaches in research, analysis, and
interpretation, a rare instance in which fundamental questions are refined us-
ing mutually illuminating ethnographic approaches (1989, 220-21).

Simon and Goode’s experience highlights many of the specificities of in-
terdisciplinary boundary work. Divisions of disciplinary labor and the re-
strictions set by funding agencies create an a priori bounding. Collaborative
work is impeded by territoriality and turf battles, disciplinary pecking orders
and status dynamics, the differing status of quantitative and qualitative in-
puts, resistance to innovation, insecurity and mistrust, and lack of integrative
skills. Interdisciplinary development is limited by constraints of time and
budget, avoidance of complexity, lack of systems thinking, reductionism, and
shortfalls of integration. Program development is stalled by inadequate in-
centives, rigid budgetary and administrative categories, inadequate forums
for exchange, the “dangerous courtesies” of accommodation, inertia, and
marginality. These factors are all present in three generic contexts of discipli-
nary interaction: borrowing, relations with disciplinary neighbors, and the
formation of interdisciplines.

The Cross-fertilizations of Borrowing

The perception that knowledge is increasingly interdisciplinary derives in
large part from the daily cross-fertilizations of borrowing from other disci-
plines. The better-known examples span tools and instruments, methods and
techniques, data and information, concepts and theories: computers, lasers,
the electron microscope, and techniques of gene splicing; statistical methods,
formal mathematical models, data sets, and systems engineering; game theory,
organizational theory, and factor analysis; survey and interview techniques,
participant observation, thick description, and explication de texte; evolu-
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tionary theory, information theory, systems theory, and structuralism; the
concepts of role, status, decision making, information, and communication;
and feminist and Marxist analysis.

Disciplinary relations are affected differently by borrowing. Tom Paxson
(1996) classifies interactions in terms of strength and closeness. Levels 1 and
2 involve increasing impact. Levels 3 and 4 involve increasing connectedness.

Instrumental borrowing exemplifies level 1. Disciplines often use the
tools, instruments, or techniques of other disciplines. Chemists, for example,
use mass-spectroscopy techniques that were originally developed by physi-
cists. Disciplines also use the data produced and interpreted by other disci-
plines. In normative ethics, philosophers use anthropological evidence on di-
verse cultural patterns of ethical judgments. The simple use of data and
method does not tend to transform boundaries or fields, For instance, any
concept or method from statistics—such as description of a Gaussian distri-
bution, sampling rules, Bayesian inferences—is substantively “empty.” It
matters little what is being counted—gold-mine production, deaths in war,
or quasar emission (Pahre 1995, 249). Neither borrowing nor lending disci-
pline is modified, and their epistemic natures and cognitive structures are not
challenged.

Borrowing a symbolic language or concept differs from borrowing a lan-
guage or concept along with its operationalization. The chaos community is
an interdisciplinary social world based on the exchange of symbolic language.
The political economy community, in contrast, exchanges both symbolic lan-
guages and operationalizations (Pahre 1994). In literary studies both occur.
Scholars often borrow concepts without their operationalizations. They bor-
row the metaphor of “chaos,” for example, then engage in a thematic search
for images of chaos in literary texts. In borrowing Marxian analysis, literary
scholars have operationalized it by looking at systems of literary production
in terms of the material production of texts and relations of production that
are instantiated (Ellen Messer-Davidow, pers. comm., 12 May 1995).

Generally speaking, borrowing methods does not enrich the parent disci-
pline. The use of mathematics by social scientists has not contributed sig-
nificantly to mathematics as a discipline. Likewise, widespread borrowing of
economic models has not altered economic method. Economists have ex-
panded into the traditional domains of sociology, political science, anthro-
pology, law, and social biology in a limited but powerful form of imperialism
based on applying economic methodology to the subject matter of bordering
disciplines (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 111-13, 138). At level 2 interactions are
deeper and more fruitful, although disciplines do not grow toward each
other. Sometimes identifiable borrowing communities form. A relationship
between part of economics and part of political science has persisted for de-
cades. Economics both exports theory to and imports data from political
science. Political economy is an example driven by the theoretical imperial-
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ism of economics. There is a sizable economic literature on economic regu-
lation, a topic relevant to political science. Economic policies have also be-
come part of the explanandum of economics, and there are economic fields,
such as economics of regulation or endogenous tariff theory, that explain
politics in economic terms (Pahre 1995, 246).

Sometimes a borrowing is assimilated so completely that it is no longer
regarded as a foreign product and may not even be considered an interdisci-
plinary event. In the history of science a number of laws borrowed from one
domain have been successfully applied and adapted in a process Marcel
Boisot named “linear interdisciplinarity.” This form of borrowing occurred
when d’Alembert’s vibrating strings equation, originally claimed by acoustics,
appeared in the same form in electromagnetism. Later, modified by Broglie’s
fundamental relation, it appeared in wave mechanics under the name of
Schrédinger’s equation. Similarly, Coulomb’s law was applied to gravitation,
electrostatics, magnetism, and the principle of economic flow between cities
(Boisot 1972, 93). As “linear interdisciplinarity” suggests, borrowings may
circulate in complex ways. The concepts of one level may permeate subse-
quent levels in a process B. Kedrov (1974) calls “pivoting” and Michael In-
triligator (1985) names “whirlpool effects.” The methods of mathematics,
statistics, and systemology are used in mechanics, physics, and chemistry. The
methods used in the latter three disciplines are in turn used in astronomy,
geosciences, and biosciences (Dahlberg 1994, 68).

Similar events occur in the social sciences. An idea developed in one be-
havioral science, for example, may be applied to or extended into another.
The extension may then be used or further developed in the original science.
This circulation of influence occurred with game theory and organizational
theory in economics and political science and with the concepts of anomie and
cognitive dissonance in psychology and sociology. It also occurred when the
concept of “values” was borrowed. When the term appeared in economics,
it had a narrow, technical meaning. During the 1920s it took on psychological
overtones in the notions of preferences and motives and in the sociological
idea of interest. This development, in turn, opened the concept of values up
to related meanings such as attitudes, needs, sentiments, dispositions, ca-
thexes, valences, ethics, ideologies, mores, norms, aspirations, obligations,
rights, and sanctions. From there the concept was borrowed and adapted in
anthropology and political science (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 129, 165).

Many difficulties arise in borrowing. One derives from the nature of the
borrowing. It is generally easier, for example, for the mathematical lender
field to assimilate new evidence than for the nonmathematical borrower to
assimilate mathematics. Borrowing obsolete theories creates tensions be-
tween two disciplines. Even when nonobsolete theories are used, they may
be used in a way that breaks the logical connection to the lender. The logical
standing of one discipline’s theory may also differ in the subject matter of
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another discipline. The Coase theorem, for instance, is an important part of
neoclassical economics. It holds that economically efficient outcomes will oc-
cur whenever people have well-defined property rights, freedom of contract,
complete information, and costless transactions. Economists usually inter-
pret this to mean that markets are efficient and government intervention is
unnecessary. Political scientists usually interpret it to mean that government
intervention is necessary, both to establish property rights and to remedy
market imperfections in a world of incomplete information and costly trans-
actions (Pahre 1995, 247).

Two major examples, the computer and mathematics, illustrate how the
same entity may be borrowed in different ways. The impact of the computer
ranges from word processing and number crunching to assimilating methods
of quantification and generating new theoretical discoveries. Its initial effect
was primarily vertical, producing deepened understanding of existing prob-
lems. Economics, sociology, and political science quickly adapted new tech-
nologies of the computer to processing data (Cohn 1980, 213). Later the
computer’s horizontal effects became evident. Because of their capacity to
manage enormous amounts of information, computers are now being used to
tackle complex problems that could not be handled previously. Computer
modeling of evolutionary phenomena, for instance, suggests that evolution
functions as a pattern-recognition system that promotes some species while
extinguishing others. This realization has important implications for learning
behavior and economic behavior (Pagels 1988, 41-42).

Science and technology are not the only contexts. In serving scholars in
the humanities and social sciences, the computer is potentially as powerful as
the microscope was in the biological sciences (Hershberg 1981, xiii). Statis-
tical techniques, other quantitative methods, and computer technology were
influential in the rise of cliometrics as a distinct branch of the discipline.
Since World War II, some American historians had been utilizing quantita-
tive evidence. During the mid-1950s this tendency became more visible
among economic and political historians. The development of machine-
readable data libraries was a major innovation in research methods. By the
1960s and 1970s computers had spread to other branches of the discipline,
including the new political history and archival work. Bodies of data about
aggregates facilitate analysis of groups and individuals. Yet quantification also
raises fears among traditional historians that the borrowed tool has become
an end in itself, a narrow instrument that fails to capture the dynamic move-
ment of history and threatens disciplinary integrity (Bogue 1990, 89, 99;
Burke 1991, 14-15).

Mathematics plays a significant role in all of the natural and social sci-
ences. Interdisciplinary communication in science often assumes a mathe-
matical form. Among specialized fields, mathematics also produces the most
extensive generalizations (Fedoseyev 1984, 24). Borrowings often exhibit
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traces of original disciplinary training and worldview. At the interface of
mathematics and physics, the mathematics used by physicists is often consid-
ered invalid until it is embedded in the arts of physical description. On the
other side of the disciplinary fence, physicists are not considered to be doing
mathematics proper, because their argumentation is not guided by the re-
quirements of mathematical theorem proving (Livingston 1993, 369, 390). At
certain levels, however, the limits of one discipline become the limits of the
other. In the field of mathematical physics, new theory is being generated
through computer analysis. Many new discoveries require deep understand-
ing of both physics and mathematics. As new mathematics is introduced by
physicists and new physics is introduced by mathematicians, role switching
is occurring. In some quarters computational physics is even regarded as an
interface subject.

At this level of interaction, technical advances are not “mere” tools and
instruments. They exemplify levels 3 and 4. At level 3, disciplines grow to-
ward each other in the sense of forming an interface of theories and subject
matters. Through dialectic conversation among disciplines, a new picture or
mutual understanding of subject matter may develop. Linguistics, archaeol-
ogy, history, and the study of myth to decipher elements of oral history all
contribute knowledge of prehistoric and early historical population shifts in
the western Mediterranean region. Each depends at many steps on the evi-
dence contributed by the others. Even the instrumentality of problem-focused
work may lead to a more substantive relation. Collaborative work sometimes
requires developing one or more of the participating disciplines. The Man-
hattan Project, for instance, required major developments in theoretical and
applied physics as well as chemistry. Advances in each area had implications
for the research needed in the other areas in order to achieve the project goal
(Paxson 1996).

At the highest level of interaction, an interdiscipline is recognized. The
biology-physics interface is a major example. The mathematical theory of
nonlinear dynamics has advanced understanding of the complex hierarchy
and partial disorder of biological systems and their critical processes. Many
physical techniques have also become so fully integrated into biological re-
search that their origin is often forgotten until an underlying physical ad-
vance in a particular method provides a reminder. Electron microscopy,
X-ray crystallography, and spectroscopies are notable examples. Advances in
the physics of lasers have increased the time resolution of pulsed laser spec-
troscopy by an added factor of ten. This development, which provides access
to faster biomolecular processes, is not simply additive or supplementary: it
has transformed a significant part of the relation between physics and biology
(Scientific Interfaces 1986, 10~11,27-29,36-38,47-49, 109, 114, 131-32).

One of the most visible examples in recent decades has functioned vari-
ously as a borrowed method, a boundary concept, a trading zone, and a hy-
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brid community. It has spawned a pidgin, a creole, and hybrid professional
roles. Commonly referred to as the rhetorical turn in scholarship, this ex-
tended example of borrowing demonstrates that cross-fertilization may be as
implicated in disciplinary history as in interdisciplinary history.

The Rhetorical Turn

Rhetoric is an ancient discipline traditionally associated with artifice, elocu-
tion, ornament, civic oratory, and the writing of history, poetry, and literary
criticism. Because of this history, the modern fields of rhetoric, composition
studies, and literary studies share common roots. Their separation was insti-
tutionalized in the nineteenth-century university. In Britain instruction was
segmented into two areas, rhetoric and belles lettres. In the United States com-
position became a branch of rhetoric. During the early twentieth century, the
traditional concerns of rhetoric were addressed in English departments,
where writing was taught and the service dimensions of instruction in com-
position were accentuated. Newly formed speech departments assumed re-
sponsibility for history, methods, and theories of rhetoric. During the 1960s
and 1970s, several developments created a different space for composition
and rhetoric (McQuade 1992, 486—89, 491-92, 498).

New interests promoted the possibility of a new field. They included the
movement known as “theory,” several forms of critical analysis, redefinition
of the literary canon, and the rise of women’s studies and gender studies.
Scholars also challenged prior emphasis on models and correctness in com-
position pedagogy. In addition, new research on writing process stimulated a
reintegration of linguistics into the curriculum as an essential discipline offer-
ing insight into basic questions of orality and literacy. At the same time, the
discipline of linguistics was moving outward from an emphasis on phono-
logical theory, syntactic theory, and idealized forms of language to broader
concern for language acquisition, second-language teaching, and the study of
language in its social setting. At yet another site, in speech and communica-
tion departments, rhetorical analysis was expanding deeper into media and
public affairs.

As a result of these changes, rhetoric came to be regarded as a terrain of
choice (Culler 1992, 217). By the end of the 1960s composition studies had a
new name, an emerging specialist language, an expanding research agenda,
greater visibility, and a growing scholarly apparatus. At that point claims for
disciplinary integrity and independence arose. The professional identity of
composition studies had changed from being merely subject o literary stud-
ies to becoming a subject for scholarly inquiry and speculation in its own
right (McQuade 1992, 504). In a characteristic genealogical move, scholars
traced prior interconnections of literary and linguistic inquiry in the disci-
pline of philology (Baron 1992, 28). The interplay of general connection and
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specificity is apparent in the tension between invoking breadth and naming
practices. In introducing a collection of essays on the state of the field,
Charles Bazerman described it as a “loosely defined area” whose plurality is
reflected in its many names: “composition,” “teaching of writing,” “rhetoric,”
“the study of written language,” and “literacy studies” (1989, 223).

The claim for interdisciplinarity is often made on methodological grounds.
Methodological influences span historical, social, linguistic, semiotic, socio-
cognitive, and cognitive approaches as well as survey techniques, rhetorical
analysis, case studies, ethnographies, psychometric and statistical sampling,
and statistical inference (Hillocks 1989, 261). During the early 1970s termi-
nology from cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics began appearing as
researchers changed the language used to describe composition from writing
process, already a move beyond writing product, to composing process. This
shift accentuated cognitive activities (Bizzell and Herzberg 1990). Empirical
work and theoretical influences are closely linked, and most empirical schol-
ars have been willing to shift perspective and methods as needed. Cognitive
approaches, for example, are rooted in an empirical tradition rich in theory.
They draw on work on reading, memory, language processing and acquisi-
tion, human development, perception, and creativity (Schriver 1989, 276,
282-83).

As usual, assessments differ, from a mere fad to arrival in the disciplinary
groves of academe to dismantling of disciplinary boundaries. Beyond the in-
tellectual constructs, rhetoric and composition studies also constitute a labor
issue. Historically, few members of English departments were trained to
teach composition; being freed of the task is still a status symbol in many
departments. In contrast to the more contemplative, aesthetic domain of
literature, hierarchical metaphors characterize teaching composition as ser-
vice, lower-division, basic skills, and required course. Composition studies
remains a contested territory along the borders of literature, literary criticism,
and rhetoric—in the words of one scholar, an “academic borderland with a
fractured history” (McQuade 1992, 484, 487). Scholarship has elevated re-
spect for the field, yet the profession is anchored by a growing fleet of part-
timers and nontenure-track instructors who teach writing at lesser pay with
little or no prospect of employment security. Prognostications of a new dis-
cipline and revitalizing the humanities are of cold comfort to these laborers
in the undergroves of academe.

Beyond English departments, rhetoric, discourse, and text function as
boundary concepts in a general trend that is cutting across sociology, psychol-
ogy, anthropology, law, and many traditional disciplines of the humanities.
This wider interest stems from the idea that language is the very condition of
thought, not its one-to-one representation. Consequently, the movement is
sometimes labeled a linguistic or an interpretive turn. Attention to the ways
language constructs reality has opened up behavior, culture, and historical

”
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epochs to reading as texts. No longer are texts the province of English de-
partments, metaphor the business of literary critics, and narrative the stuff of
fiction. Mathematical proofs and statistical analyses, novels and ethnographic
records, works of art and paintings, tools and rituals, social actions and pub-
lic policies are read as texts (Klein 1992, 10). Scientific data are viewed as
symbolic constructions, scientific descriptions and theories are treated as nar-
ratives, mathematical proofs are analyzed as rhetorical tropes, and the on-
going activities of scientific communities are read as conversations (Simons
1989, 5).

The space of the rhetorical turn is decidedly plural. It is constituted by
shared problematics, a pidgin shaped by widely used metalanguage, a creole
among particular clusters of scholars who have assumed new hybrid identi-
ties, new models of scholarship, seminal texts, and shared concerns about
how the authority of canon, gender, and discipline constructs knowledge.
The shared problematics of representation and interpretation have fueled de-
bate on the adequacy of disciplinary representation and the validity of claims
about the world. In the social sciences, to take a domain beyond rhetoric’s
institutional home, rhetorical analysis has been a significant means by which
social science disciplines, especially anthropology and sociology, have estab-
lished common ground with humanistic disciplines, especially literature and
philosophy (Gusfield 1992, 117). One of the most productive zones of inter-
action has been the convergence of literary theory, interpretative anthropol-
ogy, and new forms of ethnography.

Exhibiting a common tendency in interdisciplinary practices, social scien-
tists use the term “rhetoric” in different ways. For many, rhetoric is a bor-
rowed method, a tool for understanding how texts employ devices of tone
and style, metaphor and imagery, authority and persuasion. For others, meth-
odology and conceptual purpose cannot be easily separated. In their work,
rhetorical analysis overlaps with critical interpretative approaches, especially
poststructuralism, deconstruction, hermeneutics, critical pluralism, Haber-
masian critical theory, and archetypal and genre criticism. Each in turn car-
ries its own attendant assumptions about language, culture, and knowledge.
For others it overlaps with an expanding sociology of knowledge and rhetoric
of inquiry that is focused on the language and argument of communities of
inquiry. Consequently there is no single rhetoric of social science. The term
is used synonymously with the terms literary, critical, linguistic, reflexive, so-
cial constructivist, and deconstructionist, as well as the language of feminist,
neo-Marxist, neo-Freudian, and Lacanian critique.

This variety is evident in concrete practices:

the reading of culture and society as texts
analysis of the rhetoric of individual disciplines and fields
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reflection on problems of authority and representation in ethnography

recognition of the role of language and meaning in psychology and
psychoanalysis

readings of the tone, style, inflection, and grammar of cultural history

new poetics for sociology, history, and law

new methods and approaches such as thick description, cognitive aesthet-
ics and symbolic realism, and experimental forms of ethnography

studies of the language of efficiency in making public policy

studies of public opinion and political ideology through interpretation of
texts

studies of the persuasive nature of data, sampling, regression analysis, for-
mal language, experimental tests, thought experiments, metaphor and
analogy, models, and appeals to authority in economics

(Klein 1992, 13)

Practices are located differently. Sometimes rhetorical interests coalesce
into identifiable trading zones, usually distinct schools of thought and net-
works of practitioners. They have also attained material institutionalization
in the form of conferences, publications, research projects, joint appoint-
ments, job listings, changes in the editorial policies of journals, and new cur-
ricula. Some practices have been naturalized into mainstream disciplinary
discourse. Others have been enclaved as alternative approaches. Some pro-
ponents forecast a new unity. James White’s (1985) vision of rhetoric as a new
“central discipline,” though, is less likely to occur than Nelson, Megill, and
McCloskey’s (1987) prediction of a general increase of self-reflection in every
field of inquiry and strengthened connections across particular domains.

Dilip Gaonkar (1990) theorizes the operations of the rhetorical turn as a
double move. An explicit rhetorical turn occurs in works that recognize the
relevance of rhetoric as a critical interpretative method, especially among the
new rhetoricians. They include Chaim Perelman, Kenneth Burke, Richard
McKeon, Paul de Man, Walter Ong, and Tzvetan Todorov. An implicit turn
occurs in a more widespread theoretical and epistemological enterprise that
uncovers traces of rhetoric everywhere, including the tropological and per-
suasive aspects of disciplinary practice. These topics were previously located
outside mainstream disciplinary discussion. The authors of the implicit turn
are more numerous. They include Kuhn, Feyerabend, Lacan, Gadamer, Ha-
bermas, Foucault, and others whose work has a rhetorical orientation, among
them sociologists of knowledge and symbolic interactionists. “The contem-
porary intellectual landscape,” Gaonkar emphasizes, “is replete with signs of
an implicit rhetoric turn” (1990, 352-55).

Rhetoric thus exemplifies the complex boundary work of interdisciplinary
fields. It does disciplinary work as it cross-fertilizes. The discourse structures
that formed in the trading zone of the rhetorical turn are both loosely affili-
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ated and tightly woven. They exhibit the traces of general connection as well
as local disciplinary economies. This double function is no less apparent in
the second generic context, the interactions of disciplinary neighbors.

Neighbors

The idea of overlapping territory appears at several levels of interaction.
Overlaps are apparent in three forms of boundary work. The first, conflicting
interpretations of the same phenomena, leads to boundary disputes. The sec-
ond, tacit or overt divisions of intellectual labor, leads to boundary mainte-
nance. The third, a closer sense of identification with inhabitants of neigh-
boring territory, leads to boundary blurring (Becher 1990, 334—36). The idea
of a border zone marks the place where two disciplines meet. Huerkamp
et al.’s (1981) “border interdisciplinarity” and “interdisciplinarity of neigh-
boring disciplines,” Talcott Parsons’s (1970) “zone of interdependence,” and
S. N. Smirnov’s (1984) “borderland interdisciplinarity” are different names
for this idea.

Overlaps are implicit in the mental maps that knowers have of their dis-
ciplinary neighbors. Becher’s interviews with 220 academics, spanning twelve
disciplines and eighteen institutions in Britain and the United States, reveal
several common perceptions: “Economics was said to have one common
frontier with mathematics and another with political science; some trade re-
lations with history and sociology; and a lesser measure of shared ground with
psychology, philosophy and law. Biology was portrayed as being bounded on
the one side by mathematics and the physical sciences (especially physics,
chemistry and physical geography) and on the other by the human sciences (in
particular by psychology, anthropology, and human geography)” (1989, 36).

The concept of a “neighbor” is both temporal and spatial. For historical
reasons alone, the idea of affinity makes sense. Taking the metaphor of rela-
tions at face value, anthropology and sociology are relatives because they
grew up in the same household. Not surprisingly, Wittgenstein’s notion of
“family resemblances” is a popular metaphor for disciplinary relations. New
developments create another set of affinities, Many elements of biochemistry,
for instance, are based on new developments, even though the name “bio-
chemistry” stems from a prior organization of knowledge (Perper 1989, 49).
The current discipline-specialty relation is a major reason. Commonalty at
the specialty level often derives from methods, concepts, and problems that
did not exist previously or were not highlighted historically.

Because disciplinary neighbors derive from both historical and modern
sources, genealogical claims are anchored in precedent as well as change.
Current mutual interest in the problem of interpretation in law, literary
theory, and art history is an excellent example. Connections are justified
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based on both long-standing hermeneutical interests and recent poststructur-
alist work on the problem of meaning. The nature of a relationship, though,
may remain a matter of disagreement. Some scientists believe the subject
matter of biophysics, for example, consists of biological phenomena studied
by physical methods. Others insist its subject matter consists of physical pro-
cesses existing in a special biological form (Smirnov 1984, 68-70).

Relations also shift over time. Citation analysis provides an empirical mea-
sure of change. Patterns of publication citation reveal that sociology’s closest
neighbors, for instance, have shifted from anthropology in the 1940s to psy-
chology and psychiatry in the 1950s, political science in the 1960s, economics
in the 1970s, and history in the 1980s. In the 1990s, closer ties to anthropol-
ogy became apparent (Winsborough 1992, 270 n. 1). From the 1960s for-
ward, an additional pattern became visible. Citations to interdisciplinary
journals, economics, and the fields of organizational, administrative, manage-
ment, and labor studies became more numerous. Interdisciplinary social and
behavioral science publications were also cited more frequently, and the field
of political economy moved from a minor relation to a significant source,
propelled by the rise of interdisciplinary Marxist journals and development
studies. In recent years sociologists have been central participants in political
economy and development studies, not just borrowers from or supplemen-
ters of economics (Calhoun 1992, 14345, 180-83).

The discipline of history offers an extended example of what happens in
the trading zones of interdisciplinary neighborhoods.

The Neighborhoods of History

The concept of interdisciplinary history antedates use of the actual term. Its
meaning depends very much on what is being counted and on the choice of
origin. American-trained historians have used the term since the early 1950s.
During the 1960s the term became fashionable, and in 1970 it gained further
legitimacy with the founding of the Journal of Interdisciplinary History (Horn
and Ritter 1986, 429). Interdisciplinary claims have several bases: from syn-
optic identity and older cultural synthesis to borrowed methods, quantifica-
tion and computers, psychoanalysis, several movementslabeled “new history,”
the rise of hybrid specialties, and recurring demands for rapprochement with
neighboring anthropology, sociology, and economics. Traces of this gene-
alogy appear in bulletins of the Social Science Research Council (SSRC),
which document campaigns to teach historians to be, alternatively, social
scientists or humanists.

History has never been isolated, Over time, though, it became more
closely tied to other branches of knowledge, to the point that it was recently
dubbed “one of the busiest areas of cross-disciplinary combinations” (Flen-
ley 1953, 324, 326; Dogan and Pahre 1990, 87). When history separated from
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the social sciences in the early twentieth century, it was relatively insular
(Ross 1991, 474). As the community and synthetic capacity of late nineteenth-
century scholarship eroded, the notion that any single group could control
the entire territory of “history” began losing ground. Broadening involve-
ment with the whole range of human activity has encouraged historians to be
more interdisciplinary, in the sense of learning from and collaborating with
others. Intellectual innovations today are linked strongly with the willingness
to draw on other disciplines for theoretical and methodological insights.
These developments have led in turn to expanding and redefining the politi-
cal orientation of traditional historiography (See especially, Burke 1991).

Today’s history tends to be more analytic and thematic than narrative and
chronological. The focus has shifted in several ways: from studying politics
to considering virtually every human activity; from narrating events to ana-
lyzing structure and trends; from viewing history from above, through
documents and events, to viewing it from below, using a greater variety of
evidence; from the “objective” stance of determining what “actually hap-
pened” to accepting the limits of cultural relativism and heteroglossia (Burke
1991, 2-6). As a result of these shifts, researchers rely more on statistical
tables, oral interviews, sociological models, and psychoanalytic theories than
on constitutions, treaties, parliamentary debates, political writings, or party
manifestos. They are also more interested in classes and ethnic groups, social
problems and institutions, cities and communities, work and play, family and
sex, birth and death, childhood and old age, crime and insanity than in re-
gimes and administrations, legislation and politics, diplomacy and foreign
policy, wars and revolutions (Himmelfarb 1987, 14).

Change has not occurred without controversy. Furthermore, heightened
interactions have not solved the problem of synthesis implied by synoptic
identity. History is more fragmented than ever before. Reflecting the current
prominence of interactions at the level of specialties, evidence of rapproche-
ment tends to exist at local and regional sites, in subdisciplinary sectors, and
in new work on the interrelation of events and structures, narrative and analy-
sis (Burke 1991, 6, 18—19). A pluralistic view of discipline does not rule out
common assumptions. It does, though, resist totalizing definition by one
dominant part. It also recognizes, not sidesteps, the problem of boundaries
and struggles for professional control (Rabb 1981). Relations with individual
neighbors are defined against this general backdrop and the particularities of
the neighbors in question. Like the rhetorical turn, they are weighed differ-
ently. They are promoted as vestiges of ancient union, a promising pathway,
an identifiable subfield, an alternative practice, a new hybrid discipline, and
proof of impending (re)convergence.

History’s “natural overlap” with archaeology is strong in studies of the
ancient world, where historians must rely on information that archaeologists
uncover. Historians have also turned to anthropology, sociology, psychology,
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botany, and mineralogy to make up for deficiencies in written documentation
and to gain new perspectives. The relationship with archaeology has shifted
over time in what C. J. Arnold calls “shades of confrontation and coopera-
tion” (1986, 32). The reasons are both historical and cultural. Archaeology
has served different disciplinary masters. In Europe, they were primarily
history, philosophy, and humanistic learning; in the United States, anthro-
pology and other social sciences (Kubler 1975, 766). During the sixteenth
century through the eighteenth, European archaeology in its nascent form
developed as an “adjunct” for history (Bintliff 1986, 5). It was considered a
“natural tool.” In the United States, archaeology and history developed
largely in isolation from each other. Archaeology remained for the most part
within the larger domain of anthropology (Wilderson 1975, 115-16, 129).

The relationship between history and anthropology likewise varies. An-
thropology has been described as everything from “undertapped” to a “co-
discipline.” Degrees of convergence are visible in particular fields— historical
anthropology, histoire de mentalités, and historical demography—and in par-
ticular projects—interest in norms, value systems, and rituals; the expressive
functions of forms of riot and disturbance; symbolic expressions of authority,
control, and hegemony; and use of material from cultures that Western his-
torians traditionally did not study (Lepenies 1976; Davis 1981, 267). A formal
debate, held at the tenth anniversary meeting of the Social Science History
Association (Kertzer, Rutman, Silverman, and Plakans 1986) is an index of
the relationship and differing assessments. Three themes cut across the voices
joined by the debate: the richness of interactions, their disputed status, and
impediments to a more comprehensive relationship.

“Interdisciplinary forays” between history and anthropology, David Kert-
zer reports, have ramified in a variety of directions over the past decade. The
premise of a relationship is not disputed so much as the way it is conducted.
Individual historians align themselves differently. Some identify with the an-
thropology of social organization and social structures exemplified by British
social anthropology. Others identify with the symbolism and construction of
reality exemplified by part of American cultural anthropology, especially the
work of Clifford Geertz. Reacting to “Clio’s dalliances,” Darrett Rutman
questions the quick succession of “wild but not very deep relationships” with
several social sciences. “Infatuation” with statistics seems the most serious.
Yet in all her dalliances, Clio has displayed more a split personality than fi-
delity to one suitor and little interest in a genuine melding or collapsing of
boundaries.

Speaking in turn, Sydel Silverman suggests that differences hinge on the
question whether historians should move beyond current collaborations to
creating a new discipline, whether it be anthropological history, historical
anthropology, or another designation that grants each component equal
status. Collaborations are well in place. Anthropologists have gone beyond
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the ethnographic present of fieldwork to greater historical perspective. His-
torians, for their part, have incorporated anthropological interests and ideas
into their work. Yet the ultimate objective, Silverman and many others insist,
is to make “better anthropology and better history, not a hybrid creature.”
Understanding the nature of the boundary better is likely to produce more
informed collaboration, not a wide-scale breakdown of boundaries.

Andrejs Plakans weighs the evidence. Some activities have attained legiti-
macy in the form of key prizes. Interactions are especially strong at the sub-
specialty level and in the work of individuals. Some historians are dissatisfied
with the colonization of history by anthropology, yet an organized backlash
seems unlikely. The number of practitioners is increasing but remains small,
and full-scale disciplinary technologies of funding and graduate training are
not in place. Furthermore, current interactions do not appear to threaten the
core methodologies of either discipline. A historian using interview evidence
and an anthropologist using documentary evidence do not necessarily change
professional identity or sever connections with prevailing bodies of theory.
Even with these limitations, prospects for continuing interaction are favor-
able. The proof lies in grant support, a growing network of conferences and
publications, an even distribution of scholars across age cohorts, and tangible
signs of interest among graduate students. Two developments hold particular
promise. The reorientation of social historians during the 1960s toward re-
search on microstructures and microprocesses is part of a larger shift toward
structural analysis that is especially strong in family history. Discourse analy-
sis built on the work of Clifford Geertz has also become a viable model for
historical interpretation.

The possibility of increased interaction is suggested by growing validation
of anthropologists’ interest in historical dimensions and, on the other side of
the traditional boundary, greater exposure to social science research, includ-
ing new topics. When specialized methodologies are unmasked, a number of
major problems appear similar. They include questions of time, contextuali-
zation, satisfactory ways of dealing with the involvement of individuals in
multiple systems of social roles, shared interest in demography, and the place
of theory. Their impact, nonetheless, remains limited. They have not effected
a global merger; they entail work at the junctures formed by common prob-
lems and limited puzzles. Despite Lévi-Strauss’s contention that the two dis-
ciplines are at bottom the same endeavor, Plakans concludes, they are likely
to remain separate, both operationally and institutionally.

History’s relationship with another neighbor, sociology, yields a parallel
picture. Both are broad in scope, and they often examine the same phe-
nomena (Dogan and Pahre 1900, 187). A generation ago sociologists were
inclined to portray the difference in terms of scientific analysis versus descrip-
tion. This depiction perpetuated a view of sociology as nomothetic and his-
tory as idiographic. Two major developments, social history and historical
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sociology, indicate the possibilities and the limits of interdisciplinary prac-
tice. They have similar origins in post—World War II transitions in society,
the impact of the 1960s, and the academic rehabilitation of Marxism, His-
torical and comparative sociology expanded in the United States in part as a
result of an internal struggle against technically oriented research. Opposi-
tion to the ethnocentrism of 1950s-era American functionalism, attempts to
counter the neglect of struggle as a factor in social life, and efforts to consider
the possibility of radical change were added stimuli (Calhoun 1992, 156—60).

Both fields were quickly deemed interdisciplinary. Of the two, social his-
tory was initially more staid. It was characterized primarily by borrowing
analytic techniques from nonhistorical social science for application to his-
torical research problems. Ultimately, social history became the more radical
of the two. It was not just a new specialty but a new way of defining boun-
daries in time and in place, with deeper epistemological and theoretical
contrasts. Traditional historians initially attempted to solidify the internal
boundary and isolate the new specialty from the mainstream (Roy, in “Com-
ment and Debate” 1987, 59). Both movements, though, became, in the words
of one major scholar, “robust, maturing tendencies” (Skocpol, in “Comment
and Debate” 1987, 21).

By the mid-1980s nearly a quarter of the articles in main sociological jour-
nals were dealing with historical topics and using historical data. A historical
section of the American Sociological Association had also formed (Knapp
1984, 51). The most significant indicator was the appearance of historical
sociology as a specialty in the Enzployment Bulletin of the American Socio-
logical Association (Cornell 1987, 51). In a customary act of interdisciplinary
genealogy, renewed searches for legitimation through progenitors are now
under way in American sociology and history. As in the history-anthropology
relation, interactions have not produced a comprehensive synthesis of the
two disciplines. They remain distinct along several dimensions. Each dimen-
sion opens an avenue for developing hybrid historical sociologies in particu-
lar subfields, but not in all dimensions simultaneously. This diversity inhibits
development of a single hybrid (Dogan and Pahre 1990, 187 -88).

A debate on historical sociology and social history, which appeared in So-
ctal Science History, provides another ear to the ground of boundary work in
interdisciplinary neighborhoods (Schwartz 1987; Skocpol, Zunz, Cornell,
and Roy in “Comment and Debate” 1987). The themes of the debate are
familiar.

Mildred Schwartz rejects the idea that historical sociology constitutes a
full fledged specialty. Refusing to revitalize the name, she argues instead for
a general incorporation of time into research and explanation. William Roy
contends- that social history is moving back toward narrative history while
comparative historical sociology is becoming an established part of the main-
stream. Its continuity with conventional historiography is being articulated,
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once marginal figures are being canonized, and institutionalization is under
way through inclusion in graduate training. Theda Skocpol predicts both
movements will nonetheless continue to be somewhat different, making con-
vergence unlikely. Even so, prospects for greater overlap and cumulative
achievement are strong.

Significant reorientations of particular sectors have occurred. Over the
past fifteen years, Roy reports, historical sociologists have rebelled against the
twin orthodoxies of grand theory and abstracted empiricism that dominated
sociology until the late 1960s. They have fundamentally reworked under-
standing of the causes and forms of collective action and revolutions. They
have also developed new historically grounded and sensitive analyses of sub-
jects such as working-class formation, ethnic relations, and the development
of modern welfare states. Social historians, for their part, have exploited new
sources of evidence and borrowed explanatory approaches and new research
methods. The roster of influence spans Durkheimian ideas about social mod-
ernization, Marxian ideas about modes of production and class conflict,
application of computers and linear statistical techniques, and data about
aggregates of individuals. In rebelling against narrative political history, pro-
ponents have “gained leverage” by using sociological concepts and methods,
such as modernization theories and aggregate statistical techniques.

In contrast to the 1950s, major sectors of the two disciplines now show a
greater inclination toward each other. The connection between hypothesis
and evidence is sufficiently tight in historical sociology, Robert Pahre noted
elsewhere, that common disciplinary stereotypes are rendered inaccurate.
Both participating disciplines produce results that are useful to each other.
This interaction contradicts the stereotype of sociology exporting theory to
history and history exporting facts to sociology (Pahre 1994, 25—-26). Despite
overlapping tendencies and concerns, though, many activities have occurred
primarily on disciplinary turf. Both movements exhibit traces of the discipli-
nary orthodoxies their practitioners rebelled against. Historians and sociolo-
gists relate the particular to the general in different ways. Even in the midst
of a book arguing for common purposes and methods, the historian still
tends to use a rhetoric of close presentation, seeking to persuade through
dense detail. The sociologist tends to use a rhetoric of perspective, seeking to
persuade through elegant patterning of connections seen from a distance.
Social historians will likely continue to have more to say about lived experi-
ences and historical sociologists more to say about structural transformations
(Abrams 1980).

Olivier Zunz defines the bottom line: “Context does matter in interdisci-
plinary discourse” (1985, 38). Boundaries of time, place, and person consti-
tute subdisciplinary interests that structure the academic communities where
scholars communicate. They shape the logic by which separate disciplines
approach evidence, comparison, and causation (Roy in “Comment and De-
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bate” 1987, 27). This institutional framework, L. L. Cornell points out
(“Comment and Debate” 1987), is visible in the seminal works that define
the field. Theda Skocpol’s Vision and Method in Historical Sociology (1984)
is organized by important individuals. Consequently history modifies soci-
ology. Olivier Zunz's Reliving the Past: The Worlds of Social History (1985)
is organized by geographic region and conventional historical distinctions
based on time and place. Consequently social science modifies history.

Analytic orientations derive from divisions of labor in parent disciplines.
While appearing to loosen boundaries by articulating zones of interdepend-
ence, Cornell cautions, ultimately new work can contribute to the social
construction and reproduction of boundaries within parent disciplines by
returning to the time-place specialties of history and the methodological-
institutional-theoretical specialties of sociology. These tendencies do not
minimize the impact or the importance of interactions. Social history contin-
ues to challenge conventional divisions of labor and internal boundaries. It
raises basic questions about the relation between theory, method, and evi-
dence. Nevertheless, as long as the disciplines remain socially segmented,
more extensive comparison will be deterred and generalization will remain
limited.

The relationship between history and social theory is a parallel example.
Philip Abrams once suggested that sociology as a theoretical discipline and
history as an empirical discipline have been “happily drifting towards one
another for several years” (1980, 4). Their border, though, is often jealously
guarded by arguments that brand analysis on the other side of the fence, in
Peter Knapp’s spirited characterization (1984), as “pernicious, fraudulent,
or merely irrelevant.” The belief that scientific explanation of the general
is separate from humanistic understanding of the particular acts as a kind
of moat, despite observed regularities in social theory that are based on his-
torical context and milieu. In the debate over the covering law of history,
one side pictures the social sciences as producers of theory while the other
side portrays history as the supplier of examples. Theories, like power tools,
presumably sit on a shelf until a historian or a social theorist needs a hole
drilled or a board sawed. At that point application of theory is no longer
problematic. Meanwhile, the other side depicts the gap as even bigger, with
historians constructing and employing a kind of theory entirely different
from and incompatible with the theories being used in social science
(Knapp 1984, 34).

In recent years many scholars consider the relationship between sociology
and history to be receding. Social history, once a radical alternative, has be-
come institutionalized as one part of the mainstream. It is no longer regarded
as idiosyncratic and has even become the object of attacks by poststructural-
ists. Current practices suggest that social history is likely to continue in this
direction, contained and compartmentalized, not challenging the limits of
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conventional sociology and the myopia implicit in historical understanding
of sociological topics. Historical sociologists appear to have settled for accep-
tance as another special area. Comparative historical sociology remains a mi-
nority orientation within the discipline, despite the prominence of individual
practitioners and awards for distinguished scholarship. The relationship is
not a general one but a set of affiliations. These affiliations are based on part
of a subset of sociologists who specialize in historical topics and often draw
data or authoritative descriptions from published historical works in order to
construct relatively conventional sociological analyses. The ultimate test of
whether sociology overcomes its self-distancing will lie in whether sociolo-
gists begin to “think historically,” to recognize the historical context of their
work, to use historical data, and to make historical structuration and change
a basic part of the way the social world is conceptualized (Calhoun 1992,
156-59, 168-69).

At present, anthropology and literary theory have moved into the ascen-
dancy of interdisciplinary influences on history. Some of the most influential
work emanates from efforts to recast intellectual history as cultural history.
The long-standing taboo against self-conscious theorizing among historians
has also been broken by social history borrowings from the social sciences
and intellectual history borrowings from literary theory and philosophy. An
emerging body of theoretically self-conscious historical work refutes earlier
depictions of history as disengaged from the social sciences. Dissenting
voices, nonetheless, have little use for sociological history. A telling number
of sociologists are skeptical of the turn toward historical work, especially
when it means moving away from sophisticated quantitative methods (Cal-
houn 1992, 153, 164-69). The current emphasis on history and literary in-
terpretation in anthropology has little in common with the anthropology that
looks to archaeology or physical anatomy (Clifford in Winkler 1987, A15).

The boundary work revealed by the rhetorical turn and history’s relations
with its neighbors is no less evident at the very point where interdisciplinary
development is often portrayed as reaching its highest point—the formation
of a new hybrid discipline.

Interdisciplines

In summarizing the sense of the pioneer seminar on interdisciplinarity, held
by the OECD at Nice in 1970, J. R. Gass proclaimed, “The ‘inter-discipline’
of today is the ‘discipline’ of tomorrow” (Interdisciplinarity 1972, 9). In 1984,
at the OECD’s second international meeting on interdisciplinarity, Keith
Clayton branded the idea the “Nice nonsense.” The popular version of the
Nice nonsense is the belief that a successful interdisciplinary field becomes
“just another discipline.” The assumption is widespread, but it is an over-
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simplification. Interdisciplines differ in origin, character, status, and level of
development.

Interactions at this level correspond to Paxson’s level 4. They address in-
ternal imperatives, not the external imperatives of instrumental problem
solving. They arise for a number of reasons. An interrelationship may be pos-
tulated between entities examined in one discipline and those examined in
another. In biology, reconceptualization of genes as part of chromosomes
tied genetics to molecular biology. Or two disciplines may become concep-
tually connected while retaining different but overlapping foci, principles,
or theories. Physics and chemistry, for example, were linked through the
“bridge laws” of thermodynamics. Or one discipline may be absorbed into
another, as astronomy was absorbed into physics. Or two disciplines may join
into a more general single discipline through the translatability of their fun-
damental principles, as the geometric and arithmetic sciences became unified
into one mathematical science (Paxon 1996).

When disciplines come together, a process of horizontal integration is
theoretically under way (Pagels 1988, 41-42). Horizontal integration alters
the architectonics of knowledge by strengthening connections outside what
is regarded as the discipline proper. Wolf Lepenies used the term “run-
through categories” to name categories of knowledge that structure problem
areas in comparable ways within different disciplines. Normalcy, for ex-
ample, ran through varied regions of the human and social sciences, physi-
ology, and medicine from the tenth century forward. Likewise, the model of
the organism runs through medicine and politics (1978, 58). Run-through
categories are akin to boundary concepts. They have the capacity to charac-
terize several disciplines or parts of them, thereby weakening other divisions
of labor, exposing gaps between them, and stimulating cross-fertilization.
Transmutation of categories renders definition of a field a theoretical prob-
lem, not a matter of conventional agreement. It fixes a new field of focus,
implying a new division of labor, redistribution of resources, realignment of
institutional structures, and redefinition of epistemological and ontological
premises (Landau, Proshansky, and Ittelson 1962, 14-15).

When a new field of focus forms, it does not escape boundary work (Do-
gan and Pahre 1990, 100). Comparison of three frequently cited exemplars—
social psychology, molecular biology, and biochemistry—shows why an in-
terdiscipline is not “just another discipline.”

Represented initially by the work of Allport, Sherif, Chapman, Volkmann,
and others, social psychology deals with problems that lie between sociology
and psychology. A visible separation from its parent disciplines was apparent
in 1908 when two textbooks with the words “social psychology” in their titles
were published, one by the psychologist William McDougall, the other by
the sociologist E. A. Ross. This point of origin marks the shared, interstitial
character of the new hybrid discipline, though it minimizes its complex pat-
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tern of embeddedness in philosophy, Vilkerpsychologie, social history, and
psychiatry. The golden age of social psychology occurred over a twenty-five-
year period that spanned World War II and the postwar years. It was char-
acterized by a great wave of enthusiasm for an “interdisciplinary” social psy-
chology and establishment of training programs and research centers in
several major U.S. universities (House 1977).

By the mid-1960s the golden age had vanished. By the 1970s social psy-
chology was segmented along three lines: psychological social psychology, fo-
cused on individual psychological processes as they related to social stimuli
and empbhasizing the use of laboratory experimental methods; symbolic inter-
actionism, concentrated on face-to-face social interaction processes and using
participant observation and informal interviewing in natural settings; and
psychological sociology, centered on the reciprocal relationship between social
structure and individual social psychological behavior and relying mainly on
survey methods (also labeled “social structure and personality”) (House
1977; Sewell 1989, 88). By the time this trifurcation was apparent, William
Sewell recalls, social psychology had attained a strong presence in psychology
departments but was on the decline in sociology.

As the trappings of an interstitial discipline emerged—programs and de-
partments at major universities, new research centers, graduate student inter-
est, and training grants—prospects for institutionalizing social psychology
seemed strong. The field had access to funds from the National Institute of
Mental Health (NIMH), though it received less than other branches of psy-
chology and sociology. Funding needed to be justified based on relevance to
mental health. It was more readily available for research and training in medi-
cal sociology, social problems, urban problems, juvenile delinquency, sub-
stance abuse, and aging. These areas involved social psychological research,
but they competed with social psychology programs. In addition, national
survey research centers at Michigan and Chicago were underused as sites for
training, and no unified body of social psychological theory emerged. The
explanatory power of social psychology theories and models remained rela-
tively modest, providing small but statistically significant results. Improve-
ments in theory were usually made in relatively isolated bodies of special
social psychological theories, such as small-group processes and interper-
sonal relations.

Over the past twenty years, the proportionate role of psychology in the
joint field has increased, especially with the declining prominence of attitude-
survey methods. A considerable number of sociologists still consider them-
selves social psychologists and relate their work closely to that of colleagues
in psychology. This link is strong in topical interdisciplinary fields such as
human development, life course studies, and family studies. In other fields,
such as small-group research, sociologists have all but disappeared. In the
curriculum, social psychology is now a catchall category that lumps symbolic
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interaction, studies of groups and interpersonal relations, much of cultural
sociology, studies of the life course, and the work of Erving Goffman and
ethnomethodologists. The most important change in the relationship may
well lie outside the joint subfield of social psychology, in the declining con-
cern of general (or macro) sociological theorists for establishing a psycho-
logical grounding for their theories or a complement to them (Calhoun 1992,
170-71).

A significant amount of what is regarded as the best social psychological
research is now being conducted by sociologists who do not identify with
social psychology per se. They identify with specialties such as sociology of
education, sociology of the family, medical sociology, sociology of the life
course, sociology of gender roles, and sociology of the emotions. In many
cases sociologists working on similar problems are unaware of each other’s
research and use different names to describe the same phenomena (R. Turner
1991, 70). The reasons social psychology failed to achieve its initial promise,
Sewell concluded, are linked to a complex set of conditions. Some conditions
are specific to social psychology, especially its theory and method. Two are
more generic: the traditional institutional structure of American universities
and the place social sciences hold in that structure; and the system of funding
science that has become institutionalized in the United States and the unfa-
vorable position of the social sciences in that system.

In contrast to social psychology, Sewell explains, interdisciplinary pro-
grams in the natural sciences fared better. Molecular biology was spurred by
significant theoretical breakthroughs stemming from discovery of the struc-
ture of DNA, powerful new instruments, and complex research problems.
The problems were solved by bringing together the skills and knowledge of
physicists, chemists, geneticists, bacteriologists, zoologists, and botanists. In
the early years most scientists who were involved maintained their depart-
mental connections, performing research in teams. The level of cooperation
between parent departments and new programs of molecular biology was
never uniformly high, yet these programs did not face the level of resistance
that social psychology encountered from parent departments. Adequate fund-
ing was available for researchers, graduate students, and the vital infrastruc-
ture of research, composed of new buildings, laboratories, and equipment.
In some cases molecular biology was even able to attain full departmental
status (Sewell 1989, 95-96).

The field of biochemistry evolved from development of a clear conception
of what was thought to be involved in intermediate chemical processes of
metabolism. As biochemistry evolved, it might have continued at the cross-
roads between the two general disciplines of physiology and chemistry. It
might even have become an applied area of organic chemistry and a founda-
tional part of physiology. By the 1930s, however, the field had coalesced into
a well-defined discipline with its own domain at its own level of inquiry
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(chemical reactions involving macromolecules that perform physiological
functions), its own theoretical schemes (most notably the citric acid cycle),
and its own research problems and techniques (Abdelal 1986, 55; Bechtel
19864, 101).

The researchers who developed biochemistry came from a variety of back-
grounds. They had a shared cognitive interest in enzymes as key agents in life
processes. The early members came from pharmacology, physiological and
pathological chemistry, organic chemistry, experimental zoology, bacteri-
ology and immunology, and immunology and hygiene. In the late 1930s bio-
chemistry was not a homogeneous consensual community. It was a hetero-
geneous collection of programs adapted to diverse institutional niches. The
common core was a specific theory of life or a research agenda. The core was
constituted by a growing collection of techniques and problem solutions ex-
plored as strategies for program building in particular institutions. Tech-
niques and their instrumentalities were more stable than the differing and
often conflicting theories they supported. Three strategies emerged for con-
structing the new discipline: the first was broadly biological, the second phys-
iological and biophysical in orientation, and the third oriented toward clini-
cal medicine (Lenoir 1993, 81-82).

Today biochemistry is a recognized name for academic departments. It has
its own professional organization, subsocieties, and journals. It is not, how-
ever, a homologous entity. The name “biochemistry” often occurs in con-
junction with other disciplinary names, and conflict continues between those
who adopt the name “molecular biology” and those who claim molecular
biology is simply a subarea of biochemistry (Bechtel 1986a, 77). Convention-
ally defined, biochemistry and molecular biology differ in an important re-
spect. Both biochemistry and biophysics extended chemical and physical
approaches, respectively, into biological territory without questioning the
positivistic scientific order that is based on colonization of some disciplines
by more “basic” ones. In contrast, molecular biology contested the prevailing
reductionist scientific order by searching for parity between physics and bi-
ology as a new basis for scientific unity. The basis for modern studies in mo-
lecular biology lies in the premise that all biological phenomena can be ex-
plained in physicochemical terms (Abir-Am 1987, 33; Abdelal 1986, 57).

The simple branching of knowledge and the simple confrontation of spe-
cialist branches are common explanatory models of interdisciplinary activity.
The formation of molecular biology, though, was not a simple matter of one
branch of research proliferating into a new field. Its development entailed a
complex series of syntheses across physics, biology, genetics, and biochemis-
try. The problem of deciphering the DNA code was solved only after exten-
sive migrations of physicists and chemists to the field (Bechtel 1986b, 33;
Mullins 1973). In the process multiple boundaries were crossed. A series of
reformulations and recrystallizations of ideas occurred across social groups
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and parts of those groups; across research areas and parts of those areas;
across knowledges originating in different milieus and specialties; and across
national, cultural, or local institutional orientations within what, broadly
speaking, could be counted as the same specialty (Hoch 1987a, 483).

Molecular biology relocated the essence or very basis of life to the physical-
chemical structure of one component of the cell—the gene. In the process,
the concept of “life” was redefined and the goals of biological science were
recast. Biology was transformed from a discipline that described organisms
to a discipline that experimented with genetic materials. Molecular biology
also illustrates the link between cognitive development and social control of
institutional mechanisms and assets. The rise of molecular biology in the
1960s was predicated on a range of preceding and succeeding policy actions
that enabled ongoing contacts between biological and physical scientists, es-
pecially bacterial geneticists and X-ray crystallographers of proteins and nu-
cleic acids. The key discoveries were made in research institutes supported
by government initiatives in science policy during the postwar period and in
the late 1950s (Abir-Am 1985, 110; 1987, 27, 44).

Molecular biology, Evelyn Fox-Keller adds, illustrates the relation be-
tween social and material forms of power. Physics and physicists provided a
resource of greater importance than particular skills. Their social authority
played an influential role in reframing the character and goals of biological
science:

This borrowing proceeded in a variety of ways: first, by borrowing an
agenda which was seen as looking like that of physics; second, by borrow-
ing the very names of physicists. Indeed, even the borrowing of purely
technical expertise, ostensibly in the name of making biology “better,” was
instrumental in reframing biology, in making it different. And in all of this
borrowing—of agenda, language, attitude, names, technique—the material
underpinning of the social power of twentieth-century physics and physi-
cists lay in close view, evoking in some at least the hope that the techno-
logical prowess of physics was perhaps also borrowed. (1993, 57)

Molecular biology was not only a set of concepts but a sociopolitical re-
structuring and dislocation of the traditional scientific order. An empirically
grounded disciplinary pattern of scientific authority gave way to increasingly
“transdisciplinary” patterns that were based more in theory than in empirical
phenomenology. Social control shifted from boundary obstacles and strict
identification with a discipline of original training toward a looser feedback
mechanism among skills, people, problems, technologies, and concepts from
differing disciplines. Shifts in social control were enabled by a science policy
that relaxed tight control of academic disciplines, encouraging the flow of
large numbers of people across disciplinary boundaries and stimulating alter-
native modes of research funding (Abir-Am 1985, 74, 108-11).
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An important lesson emerges from the analysis of boundary work across
levels of interaction. Disruption and difference play important, productive
roles in interdisciplinary work. There are, Roland Barthes once observed, few
genuine breaks. “Interdisciplinarity is not the calm of an easy security.” It
begins effectively, in contrast to a mere declaration or wish, when the soli-
darity of existing disciplines breaks down. This breakdown may occur sud-
denly, even “violently,” through disruptions of fashion and the interests of
new objects or new languages that lack a place in the fields being brought
together. The starting point is an “unease in classification.” From there a
“certain mutation” may be detected. This mutation must not be overesti-
mated: “it is more in the nature of an epistemological slide than a break”
(1977, 155).

The metaphors of mutation and slide parallel a third metaphor—noise.
William Paulson (1991) likens interdisciplinarity to the concept of self-
organization from noise. The idea comes from information theory. When
there is noise in an electronic channel during transmission, the information
received is diminished by a function known as ambiguity of the message. The
message received is neither pure nor simple. Importing terms and concepts
from other disciplines creates a kind of noise in the knowledge system. Per-
ceived as unwanted noise in one context, variety and interference can become
information in a new or reorganized context. Paulson illustrates with a typical
intellectual problem in the humanities, the relation between a reader and a
literary text. In becoming aware of a new relation, the reader creates a new
context in which a previously disruptive event or variety is reread. New
meaning is constructed out of what first appeared to be noise as the exchange
of codes and information across boundaries was occurring.

Put another way, noise becomes a signal. Noise, Gregory Bateson sug-
gested in Steps to an Ecology of Mind, is the only source of new patterns.
“What appears to be a perturbation in a given system,” Paulson adds, “turns
out to be the intersection of a new system with the first.” This view of inter-
disciplinarity underscores the roles of disequilibrium, complexity, and emer-
gence. Whatever is extrasystemic at one level may be taken as an index of
another level, another system with a new kind of coding. Interdisciplinary
cognition is located in the attempt to construct meaning out of what initially
seems to be noise (Paulson 1991, 44, 49; Bateson 1972, 410; Atlan 1983, 123).
Noise occurs in the introduction of a borrowing, in addressing technical
problems by drawing on competing perspectives, in developing hybrid inter-
ests, and in disrupting and restructuring of traditional practices.

The unsettling of existing assumptions is much in evidence in the case
studies that follow. They provide models of boundary studies at three differ-
ent levels: interdisciplinary fields, individual disciplines, and national re-
search systems.
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CHAPTER 4
Interdisciplinary Studies

Most of the interdisciplinary programs were responses—of a very limited
sort—to the demands of praxis: immediate service to interested sponsors
and clients able to pay for them. They did not arise out of the inner neces-
sity of the evolution of thought. . . . The immediate nature of these inter-
disciplinary responses, in institutions not otherwise sensitive to the de-
mands of their times, suggests that there has been something superficial,
even contrived, about them. In fact, all of these groupings have had little
intellectual effect on the universities; they have left the disciplinary struc-
ture intact. Moreover, they have produced an administrative sort of exper-
tise in their own fields, rather than original thought or scholarship. They
have not, in other words, extended our view of the world, but rather have
constituted routinized responses to changes in that view which were deter-
mined elsewhere—in the society’s centers of decision and power.

Norman Birnbaum, “The Arbitrary Disciplines,” 1969

There is, however, no possibility for the return of traditional classifications
within which knowledge can be contained. But it is not a question of inter-
disciplinary studies replacing traditional departments. More likely is the
persistence of departmental boundaries within which a permanent crisis
exists, a crisis that has already produced efforts to co-opt the new cultural
studies. This is accomplished by declaring, even when there is little or no
comprehension, that the given discipline is prepared to accommodate the
new without surrendering an inch of ground except under extreme duress.
Stanley Aronowitz, “The P of Disciplines,” 1991

A place on the map is also a place in history.
Adrienne Rich, “Notes toward a Politics of Location,” 1986

apping interdisciplinary studies of the second kind is not an easy task.
The hybridity of their underlying categories of knowledge, the hetero-
geneity of practices that advance those categories, and their variegated insti-
tutional topography complicate description. Their history and description,
moreover, are scattered across a wide array of forums, from the literatures of
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disciplinary, professional, and interdisciplinary fields to educational theory,
institutional histories, and new studies of knowledge practices. Scattered
though they are, accounts of interdisciplinary studies have a striking feature
in common. They have a strong narrative component. By telling personal and
institutional stories, scholars and teachers situate themselves in a collective
“lifeworld.” Lifeworld, in the Habermasian sense, means the totality of socio-
cultural facts, events, and objects that constitute a field of knowledge. Inter-
disciplinary stories occur not only in texts but also in the ongoing work of
contesting a disputed past and constructing an alternative future.

Any selection of examples is necessarily an arbitrary choice from a multi-
tude of possibilities. The following paired examples of “urban” and “envi-
ronment,” “border” and “area,” “women” and “culture” allow comparative
analysis of how social space and cognitive space are reconfigured. Another
major example, American studies, is discussed in the next chapter, since it is
so closely tied to the history of literary studies.

Urban and Environment

“Urban” and “environmental” studies are leading examples of interdiscipli-
nary studies that arose during the era of the 1960s and 1970s. Their parallel
trajectories also shed light on the entwined intellectual and institutional dy-
namics of interdisciplinary categories of knowledge.

Urban

Study of urban phenomena predates the emergence of urban programs in
universities. The urban focus of many disciplines expanded after World
War II, but no single discipline had organized inquiry or modes of applying
knowledge in a way that made it a logical vehicle for responding to urban
crises during the 1960s. Daniel Rich and Robert Warren, who have written a
genealogical account of the field, view the emergence of a set of self-defined
and self-contained programs as a comprehensive market response—in eco-
nomic, social, and academic terms. The economic signals were clear and
strong. Between 1959 and 1974 the Ford Foundation allotted $36 million in
hopes of applying academic skills directly to urban problems. During the
middle and late 1960s, the United States government supplied even larger
amounts for solution-oriented training, research, and services. It also allotted
payments for advice and consulting services for setting up, operating, and
evaluating federally initiated urban projects (Rich and Warren 1980, 53 -54).
Norman Birnbaum’s charge of opportunism in the opening epigraph is cor-
rect, to the extent that one of the motives for establishing an urban-related
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program was, in many cases, ensuring that a local campus got its share of
available funding.

Economic capital was not the only factor. The necessary social capital was
also in place, in the form of widening public concern about poverty, racism,
and environmental deterioration. Faith in the capacity for problem solving
was reinforced by two precedents: accelerated production of engineers after
the 1957 launching of the Soviet spaceship Sputnik, and accelerated produc-
tion of degrees in special education in the 1970s. The transfer of technology
and skills to the problem of space flight is a striking parallel, though targeted
calls for certification of graduates to perform designated tasks differed from
a general demand for solutions to complex social problems. Initial hopes ran
high. Universities, especially those with interdisciplinary urban programs,
were regarded as “ready-made Cape Canaverals” capable of channeling new
technologies into cities through applied research and expert advice. A second
form of social capital derived from militant demands and popular support
for greater social and economic equity (Rich and Warren 1980, 54—55).

The rise of urban studies occurred at a significant point in interdiscipli-
nary history. In the 1960s and 1970s interdisciplinary studies enjoyed un-
precedented support. One of the arguments legitimated by the institutional-
ization of new programs was that disciplinary boundaries made it difficult, if
not impossible, to address urban issues and the social problems that cities
were experiencing. The emergence of urban affairs is linked to social and
political upheavals that sparked not only government social programs but
also new academic journals, a handful of new programs, new curricula, and
research and degree-granting centers (Schmandt and Wendel 1988, 3-4).
The organizational possibilities of interdisciplinary fields were enhanced by
demands for reducing barriers between the university and its communities.
Interdisciplinarity was not the primary motivation. It rarely if ever is. In newly
forming urban programs, educational innovation, greater equity and upward
mobility for students were primary goals, along with crossing the boundary
between university and community. Nonetheless, these goals enhanced the
prospect of interdisciplinary approaches (Rich and Warren 1980, 55).

Other developments created a favorable climate. Alongside the rapid
emergence of undergraduate and graduate programs in urban affairs and ur-
ban studies, urban and regional planning programs were expanding beyond
their traditional focus on design and land use. Urban and regional economics
also emerged as an identifiable field. The birth of new scholarly journals over
a relatively brief period documented the self-reinforcing growth of societal
interests, university programs, and research dollars. The journal Urban Stud-
tes appeared in 1964, Urban Affairs Quarterly in 1965, Regional [Science] and
Urban Economics in 1971, the Journal of Urban Economics in 1974, and the
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research in 1977. Three decades
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later the mood had changed (“Introduction” 1993, 229-30). The reasons are
both specific to the category “urban” and generic to the prospects of inter-
disciplinary studies.

The first decades in urban affairs were marked by creation of new units,
experiments with innovative teaching methods, applications of academic
skills to community problems, and political activism. These activities took
priority over establishing an appropriate niche in university bureaucracies,
achieving consensus on the content and boundaries of the intellectual field,
and building effective communication among dispersed networks and indi-
viduals. By the early 1970s, consolidating the institutional status of more than
two hundred programs was becoming a matter of concern. Across local pro-
grams, there was no uniform balance of teaching, research, and service com-
ponents. The vagaries of local projects, lack of sufficient incentives for com-
munity service, nonpublishable research, and failure to establish a system of
university extension agents were major reasons. A similar diversity character-
ized research and service units arrayed across renamed bureaus of govern-
ment service that provided technical assistance to local governments and ex-
tension programs. These units dealt directly with minority groups and the
poor. A similar diversity was evident in interdisciplinary theoretical and ap-
plied research centers that were, by and large, unevenly integrated with
teaching programs. This diversity reflected the richness of the field and the
multiple needs it served. Yet isolated components have a heightened vulner-
ability (Rich and Warren 1980, 55-56).

Diversity was not the only challenge. During the 1970s the economic and
social capital that enabled urban programs eroded significantly. The United
States economy declined at the same time as public support and academic
values began shifting. Diminishing support for educational experimentation
meant that all but the healthiest programs suffered. As a result, the field fell
short on the critical mass scale. It was further affected by a process of repro-
fessionalization. Market signals moved in new directions, away from nor-
mative commitments, and the powerful social movements that had earlier
turned to academe for problem solving weakened. As this occurred, de-
mands mounted for research on productivity and the training of urban ad-
ministrators in fiscal management skills. As a result of these shifts, visibility
and support lessened. The distinguishing points of founding programs—
interdisciplinary experimentation, innovative teaching, and extension ser-
vices—declined as budget priorities in many universities. Some programs
were strong enough to survive; others repositioned themselves in response to
new market signals. Local political economy, though, was a greater factor in
program survival than coalescence of a mature intellectual field (Rich and
Warren 1980, 56-59).

Intellectual identity was caught up in these changes. Periodic identity cri-
ses in interdisciplinary studies are related to low degrees of conceptual co-
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herence in their related fields of knowledge (Miller 1982, 13). Debate usually
centers on whether the field in question constitutes a discipline, an interdis-
ciplinary field, or in pertinent cases, a profession. Urban affairs lacks the nec-
essary resources and commitment to become a discipline, in the sense of hav-
ing developed a deductive theoretical and empirical base for a distinctive
body of knowledge. It tends to be an importer rather than an exporter or
an autonomous generator of knowledge. Its concepts, theories, and much of
its data are borrowed from other fields and disciplines (Rich and Warren
1980, 59).

The research published in Urban Affairs Quarterly from 1965 to 1987 re-
veals a broad range of subjects, from local politics in Gary, Indiana, to urban
social movements in Third World countries. This diversity, though, masks
the fact that urban research is dominated by political scientists, sociologists,
and to a lesser extent economists. In recent years the economic concept of
city as marketplace has gained prominence, but in research the city has been
conceptualized primarily as a legal-political unit. Of 722 contributing au-
thors, of whom 680 could be identified with a specific discipline, 37 percent
were political scientists, 28 percent sociologists, and 11 percent economists.
The rest came from other disciplines, including geography, anthropology,
history, planning, education, and business management (Schmandt and Wen-
del 1988, 5-6, 24-25).

Institutional critical mass is an added factor. The limited scale of indi-
vidual and collective programs, coupled with a limited number of faculty and
staff at the graduate level, may be below the threshold needed for sustained
theoretical and empirical research. After three decades, few campuses have
enough faculty to do graduate teaching, conduct research, and perform ex-
tension services. When a critical number of faculty has been reached, the
urban unit has usually been part of a larger public affairs program. This in-
stitutional condition limits the possibilities of autonomy (Rich and Warren
1980, 58—59). There are also insufficient opportunities for collective work.
In 1993 Rich and Warren reaffirmed the conclusion they reached in their
earlier genealogy: “The combined absence of a collective commitment to the
generation of new knowledge, a critical mass of advanced research and
graduate programs, and a well-developed communication network among
faculty and staff all act against disciplinary growth. Yet, if this particular
model were abandoned as a formal option for urban affairs, a certain mini-
mal conceptual growth and clarity would still be necessary to fulfill virtually
any other option for collective development” (1980, 60; 1993 telephone
interview).

Any option—disciplinary, professional, or interdisciplinary—requires a
level of coherence and critical mass. Professional and paraprofessional mod-
els imply standards of appropriate behavior, agreed-on values, a specified
collective orientation, and an intended clientele. In urban programs the most
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visible academic success has been master’s level training of students who find
employment in nonacademic jobs, typically in the public sector. Public ser-
vice careers will likely continue to be the arenas where external funding is
applied. Special claims for urban focus, though, must still be distinguished
from other aspiring public service professions that are present in overlapping
domains, especially public administration, policy science, city management,
and urban planning (Rich and Warren 1980, 59-61). These overlaps are ap-
parent in the varied naming of the field as “urban affairs,” “urban studies,”
“regional planning,” “metropolitan studies,” “city planning,” and “urban
planning” (Collin 1989, 1).

The boundary separating university and society is also implicated. The
integrative rhetoric of fields with normative components implies that aca-
demic and applied activities are mutually supportive. Scant evidence exists,
though, to prove this occurs naturally. Rich and Warren’s findings apply
across all interdisciplinary studies with strong normative components. Local
research and service projects have frequently been “amorphous, sporadic,
and of variable durations,” thus difficult to integrate with academic pro-
grams. For their part, universities have rarely provided sufficient incentives
to overcome the chronic imbalance in rewards for faculty production of pub-
lications versus nonpublishable research and community service. The origi-
nal concept of university-based urban extension agents proved less viable
than anticipated and in most cases has been abandoned (1980, 56-57).

The question of interdisciplinary identity is just as complicated. Early ex-
pectations were based on an all-encompassing definition of the field that in-
cluded anything related to the city or region where a campus was located.
More recent versions have expanded to include anything “public,” a diffuse
and encompassing view at odds with the notion of a discrete academic pro-
gram defined by specific teaching, research, and service functions. Efforts to
achieve synthesis have usually aimed at finding appropriate mixes of discipli-
nary inputs and providing additive value to participating disciplines, not
interdisciplinary coherence. Shortfalls of integration are apparent in two
ways: in the naive assumption that an interdisciplinary product will emerge
spontaneously from mixing different disciplinarians in classrooms; and in
overhead umbrella structures that shelter an immense variety of esoteric or
traditional interests (Rich and Warren 1980, 60).

The commitment to interdisciplinary research continues to be affirmed in
editorial policy statements of journals with an urban focus. Whether the
claim is valid or not depends on how the term is defined. Schmandt and
Wendel (1988) identified three operative definitions in the research results
published in Urban Affairs Quarterly (UAQ). In the first instance, investiga-
tors draw on theoretical constructs and methods from other disciplines. This
is a common practice in contemporary social science research and much of
the work being done in the urban field. In the second, the efforts of specialists
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from various disciplines are brought to bear on particular urban phenomena.
This is a frequent occurrence in UAQ, since many authors focus on the same
problems or issues. The third operative definition entails close and active
collaboration of two or more specialists from different disciplines on a shared
research project. The last form occurs less frequently. Judging by publica-
tions, most teamwork in urban research appears to have taken place between
scholars from the same discipline.

Absence is as important as presence. Despite interest in the interplay be-
tween public and private sectors, Schmandt and Wendel found, urban schol-
ars still pay less attention to the role of nongovernment institutions as urban
policymakers. Topics that do not lend themselves to mathematical treatment
are also underrepresented, and seldom are philosophical and ethical ques-
tions addressed. Among contemporary urban researchers, grand theory in
the style of classical sociology has lost much of its appeal. They tend to relate
theory more directly to policy issues and problems. The exceptions are neo-
Marxist work and the theoretical approaches of models of global dimension
in public choice.

The current mixture of subjects, topics, and interests underscores the
sense that an “interdisciplinary pluralism” prevails. Since the 1960s, conven-
tional subjects such as electoral behavior, racial segregation, citizen attitudes,
neighborhood roles, demographic trends, lifestyles, administrative manage-
ment, and intergovernment relations have remained standard. Changes have
occurred primarily in methodology and degree of quantification. The appear-
ance of older topics in new guises indicates new or altered approaches to
recognized problems and issues. The most obvious example is city revitaliza-
tion. The shift to economic or market perspective, away from prior social-
oriented views of urban problems, parallels deemphasis in national policy
on large-scale social programs and increases in private-sector involvement.
New and previously visible topics are also being investigated. They include
service delivery, voluntarism, and coproduction, black suburbanization,
structural shifts in the economy, fiscal austerity, and social networks. Some
of these topics reflect the current trend toward privatization and the market
concept. New developments have also stimulated topics or issues that previ-
ously failed to hold or to recapture interest. They include collapse of the
metropolitan government movement as well as older research fads and topics
that fell out of fashion, such as community power structure, advocacy plan-
ning and community control. Many of these interests also exhibit the reform-
ist orientation characteristic of the 1960s (Schmandt and Wendel 1988, 5-9,
22-27).

Notable parallels appear in urban research interests within the disciplines
of sociology (Gottdiener and Feagin 1988, Hutchison 1993), anthropology
(Kemper 1991a, 1991b), and history. In history, for example, calls for inno-
vation and responses to the “urban crisis” in history during the 1950s yielded
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the usual efforts—interdisciplinary conferences, individual efforts to absorb
relevant literatures in ancillary disciplines, and mounting interdisciplinary
programs and panprofessional associations. Interdisciplinary conferences and
publications are vital forums for gathering scholarship that is dispersed
across a variety of disciplines. Without these hybrid discourse structures,
pertinent knowledge and information may not make their way into other dis-
ciplines until after approaches have been discredited or discarded in the
disciplines where they originated. Yet individuals still wind up accused of
dilettantism, of being “Jack of all trades, Master of none.” Their graduate
students, in turn, find little room in already crowded programs. Interdiscipli-
nary programs offer courses, but they are not always able to promote and
sustain active research across disciplinary lines. Consequently they continue
to be consumers of interdisciplinary knowledge more than producers. Inter-
disciplinary associations often lack sufficient mechanisms for integrating the
disparate research they encourage. As Theodore Hershberg put it, “They
sustain interdisciplinary communication, but not interdisciplinary process”
(1981, 26).

Where is urban studies now?

The varied names and program structures mark the nagging problem of
identity. When Bingham, Henry, and Blair (1981) attempted to rank urban
affairs graduate programs, they had trouble finding them. Of the fifty-six pro-
grams identified through a sourcebook and the Council of University Insti-
tutes for Urban Affairs, even the clear-cut cases presented complications. The
director of a unit explicitly named Urban Studies and Planning Programs
defined it as a professional program in urban and regional planning, not an
urban studies program. One institution was eliminated from the survey be-
cause its designation—“Urban Life Faculty”—was considered too general.
It encompassed 212 dispersed individuals. Other possibilities were elimi-
nated because they had no core faculty or department in the traditional sense,
even though they offered a degree in urban affairs or urban studies. With the
final list culled to thirty-one “bona fide” units, the survey began. One of the
excluded types, though, was programs that had a director and offered a
graduate degree in urban affairs without a resident faculty. They drew on a
group of courses in traditional academic departments. These structures are
not uncommon in interdisciplinary studies. It is legitimate to exclude them
from a formal survey of interdisciplinary programs when the criteria of selec-
tion stipulate integrating seminars and a coherent integrative philosophy. Yet
cataloging programs and inventorying activity produce different pictures of
a field (William H. Newell, pers. comm., 22 November 1994). The lesson of
complex structure is that activities are more numerous than overtly named
programs.

For several decades now “urban” has been a visible point of reference. Yet
its viability as an interdisciplinary category continues to be threatened by
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intellectual drift. Urban projects and programs encompass descriptive, prag-
matic, theoretical, and normative dimensions that are neither clearly nor fully
integrated. Individual scholars and local programs have tended to focus on
one dimension or another, not on their interdependencies and complemen-
tarities. Fields with strong normative components invest heavily in descrip-
tive and pragmatic dimensions. However successful normative emphasis is
in promoting problem solving, though, it limits theoretical development
because of the short time horizons and rapid turnover endemic to project
cycles. An added foreshortening of theory occurs in the pull of local needs
and interests. Local needs, while vital to program identity and survival, tend
to focus attention away from problems of urban systems in general. Even
normative concerns, which played a major role in early development of urban
programs, have not been elaborated, formalized, or focused. They have
emerged, instead, as general claims of social relevance or stated commitments
to the goals of equity and social justice. Theoretical and normative develop-
ments are interdependent, but their interdependency has not been ade-
quately clarified (Rich and Warren 1980, 60).

Developing a “functional interdisciplinary orientation” in urban studies,
Rich and Warren concluded, will likely depend less on particular teaching
and research formats than on the evolution of a “state of mind and integrative
capacity.” Capstone core courses are one solution, but even the soundest cur-
riculum does not substitute for long-term investment in conceptual growth
or sustained communication among colleagues, students, and practitioners.
Defining relations among component parts must be an ongoing activity, con-
sidering not just relations among pertinent disciplines but also related fields
that are themselves loose umbrella structures for competing interests. Estab-
lishing a “center for gravity” is one solution. Centering, though, can impede
interdisciplinary synthesis by fixing definition prematurely. In American stud-
ies this form of dominance occurred in the early influence of the myth-and-
symbol and the consensus schools of thought.

In 1965, in the inaugural issue of Urban Affairs Quarterly, sociologist
David Popenoe asked, “What is the focus of the field of urban studies and
what are its boundaries?” Early supporters envisioned the field as predomi-
nantly problem oriented, normative, and prescriptive, open to the collabo-
rations of academicians and practitioners. Over time the field became less
normative and reformist, less inclined to build research-related bridges be-
tween academics and public functionaries, less confident that scholars can
design effective social programs, and closer to the conventional social sci-
ences most researchers come from. Nonetheless, despite erosion in the num-
ber of sponsored research opportunities, urban affairs persists as a distinct
field of study and research. The emergence of an identifiable field has revital-
ized a neglected area of social science research. Through its research centers,
academic programs, and scholarly journals, the field continues to play a vital
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role in focusing attention on urban phenomena and in providing common
identity to a body of research that continues to grow (Schmandt and Wendel
1988, 4, 25-26).

Urban and regional studies are no longer growth industries (“Introduc-
tion” 1993, 230). Yet, the current editor of Urban Studies suggests, from the
standpoint of research the field has grown significantly over the past few
decades, despite the underlying Balkanization of territory that is driven by
disciplinary boundaries and the diverse nature of problems posed by the
category “urban.” Significantly, the boundaries of the field are not strictly
disciplinary. Over the past decade a global turn has been under way, height-
ening contextualized awareness of interconnections across urban spheres and
the global economy (Andranovich and Riposa 1993, 15; “Editor’s Introduc-
tion” 1992, 341).

The parallels in environmental studies are striking.

-

Environment

Environmental studies promised to do for the environment what urban pro-
grams promised to do for the city. Before the 1960s and 1970s environmental
consciousness and concern were not prominent in the university or in gov-
ernment. During the late 1960s the advent of ecology and the rapid rise of
environmental awareness generated popular support for the cause of saving
the earth. Spurred by media coverage, a flurry of conferences, and some cor-
rective legislation, the mounting of environmental programs followed. Like
its urban counterpart, environmental studies entered universities on waves of
social capital and interdisciplinary rhetoric.

A similar diversity of programs and courses emerged. Although they were
significant in number, their structural identity was not always clear. Many
existing programs simply added “environmental” to their titles. “Sanitary en-
gineering,” for example, became “environmental engineering,” and “envi-
ronment” replaced “conservation” in many course descriptions. Some de-
partments contributed entire courses to an environmental studies program,
such as environmental geology, environmental psychology, and environmen-
tal law. But this “syncretic assemblage” rarely resulted in synthesis. Instead
of coalescing into a discrete field, Lynton Caldwell recalled in a genealogy of
the field, environment-related aspects of the disciplines and professions were
brought together into a curriculum that was and still is, “essentially eclectic”
(1983, 249-51).

Like urban studies, environmental studies also suffered disengagements of
economic and social capital during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Opinion
polls documented continuing public support for environmental quality and
protective measures, but moderate arguments for “balance,” “common
sense,” and “reason” gained favor over radical action. This stance was rein-
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forced in formulations of public policy. Except where mandated by statute,
federal assistance ended for the most part with the Reagan administration.
The Office of Environmental Education was discontinued, and many politi-
cal supporters either left Congress or shifted their attention to other priori-
ties. Environmental protection measures remain in place, but policy reversals
in the form of budget cuts and eased regulatory measures have continued to
undermine the environmental movement. In addition, several large private
foundations dropped or significantly reduced their interests in environmental
research and education (Caldwell 1983, 251-53).

Political shifts had analogues in academic structure and values. During the
late 1960s new titles, courses, and programs conveyed the hope that academic
institutions would cultivate good environmental citizenship and respect for
nature. Prospects for achieving critical mass dimmed with economic cut-
backs and competition from social programs focused on people-oriented is-
sues such as poverty, racism, and war. By the early 1980s several universities
were reviewing their environmental and natural resource—related programs,
considering elimination. At roughly the same time, a shift in professional val-
ues occurred. Confidence in specialization, reductionist methods, statistical
rationalization, and the primacy of economic considerations was reasserted
(Caldwell 1983, 252). The parallel to urban studies is not a mere coincidence.
The limits of traditional academic values were widely conceded, but these
values were heavily relied on in formulating public policy. In a meeting with
one hundred leaders of environmental studies programs in fifty-six universi-
ties, Russell Peterson found most of them felt they were treated as second-
class citizens on their campuses. They have lost ground in budgets, degree
approval, and faculty tenure cases (1990, 221).

The question of identity also yields parallel answers. Environmental stud-
ies encompasses the subject matter of many fields of knowledge, thereby
straining the disciplinary concept. Like “urban,” certain aspects of the “en-
vironment” have also become objects of professional and technical training
and practice. This means relations need to be clarified with pertinent fields
of practice, such as architecture, agriculture, engineering, law, and medicine,
and the practical concerns of human society, such as pollution control, urban
design, resource management, public health, and economic growth (Caldwell
1983, 248). In practical settings or in professional schools, one set of aca-
demic disciplines relates broadly to natural resources. This commitment is
evident in schools of agriculture and natural resources. Another set, evident
in schools of engineering and technology, relates to industry. Other areas,
which may be classed as service sectors, relate to medicine, law, business, and
finance. These multiple affiliations reflect divisions of rural/agricultural and
urban/industrial sectors (Dahlberg 1986, 13). A secondary set of interests
creates added conflict across divisions of the environmental issue. They take
the form of segmented social and political commitments to air and water
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pollution, eutrophication of lakes and streams, degradation of landscapes,
and decimation of wildlife (Caldwell 1983, 248).

In the related field of natural resources, two patterns of specialization have
emerged. One is based in intellectual separation of natural resource systems
from urban/industrial areas and problems. The other is based in disciplinary
specialization. These patterns generate a number of intellectual and practical
problems in universities. Tensions arise between practically oriented and
theoretically oriented approaches and departments. Often couched in terms
of “applied” versus “‘basic” research, these tensions reflect differences in ap-
proach and underlying rationale. Academic work on natural resources has
tended to be strongly based on the natural sciences, although organizational
separations are made between aspects related to resource exploitation and
aspects related to conservation. These divisions manifest themselves organi-
zationally in separate departments of soil science, plant physiology, forest
management, and so on. Within the social sciences, separate subdisciplines
or departments have tended to develop in agricultural economics, rural so-
ciology, and economic geography. Until recently, little attempt was made to
involve the humanities (Dahlberg 1986, 13).

The most common educational format has been a topical focus on “envi-
ronment” in a coordinated multidisciplinary program. This is the least dis-
ruptive arrangement, but it still depends on cooperation from disciplines. It
does not readily lead to new insights into environmental relationships or re-
veal gaps in scientific knowledge that handicap formulation of sound envi-
ronmental policies. An applied problem focus may be adopted, but it will not
automatically integrate disciplinary inputs unless a concerted effort is made
to establish a hybrid interlanguage. The problem of synthesis is further im-
plicated in the differing status accorded to holism, reductivism, and plural-
ism. Ecology emerged early as a lead framework, yet the idea of a holistic
strategy for ecosystem development has been controversial. Theorists have
erected complex systems, but general statements are criticized because they
are not based on observation and testing. Pressure continues to jettison “mul-
tidisciplinary mish-mash” in favor of “real” science, defined in terms of re-
ductionist approaches, observation, and testing (Caldwell 1983, 254).

Despite these difficulties, ecology remains an important locus for integra-
tion. A broad discipline, ecology is composed of linked subdisciplines that
Likens (1992) depicts along a gradient extending from strictly biological con-
cerns to strictly physical phenomena. Meteorology, geology, and hydrology
exhibit an abiotic focus. Systematics, genetics, and physiology exhibit a biotic
focus. In most subdisciplines, though, a mix of abiotic and biotic focus is
necessary. Hence subdisciplines such as biogeochemistry, chemical ecology,
and population ecology appear at points between abiotic and biotic ends of
the gradient.
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The number and diversity of journals, publications, and scientific societies
that address ecological topics have also increased. New data, creative tests,
and novel generalizations have been produced. New or neglected questions
are being addressed, and use of ecological information has increased in such
key areas as environmental policy and management, conservation biology, res-
toration ecology, watershed management, and global environmental change.
This growth marks the hybridity of the underlying category of knowledge,
but it also exacerbates fragmentation. As subdisciplines become more dense,
they develop their own viewpoints and assumptions, definitions, lexicons,
and methods. This divergence is apparent in the different meanings given to
the same terms. “Regulation,” “development,” and “evolution” have differ-
ent meanings in studies of population, community, and ecosystem ecology.
Over time, as the conceptual frameworks of areas continue to diverge, inter-
relating subdisciplinary viewpoints becomes more difficult. Physiological
ecology and biogeography, for instance, have common roots, but at present
they barely intersect (Pickett, Kolasa, and Jones 1994, 3 -5).

What might constitute a workable synthesis? Several answers have emerged
all across interdisciplinary fields: a multidisciplinary matrix of disciplinary
parts, a broad field with a particular disciplinary dominance, a metadiscipline
that overrides special interests at a global level, or an open critique that per-
manently resists fixing identity. The parallel field of science, technology, and
society (STS) offers an illuminating analogy. Like urban and environmental
studies, STS arose from social upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s. Alongside
emerging critiques of the idea of progress, cognate changes in a number of
disciplines beckoned a shift away from internalist-oriented subdisciplines in-
terested in history and philosophy of science and technology to more exter-
nalist and sociologically oriented interpretations of academic disciplines. STS
programs now number approximately a hundred. Hundreds more courses,
groups of courses, professional organizations, and assessment groups are con-
cerned with STS issues. In an account of the field, Stephen Cutcliffe sug-
gested that interdisciplinarity can be achieved from more than one per-
spective. Relations among multiple commitments and constituencies must be
clarified, though, in a general way, at the level of theory (Cutcliffe 1989). This
task is complicated by conflicting constructions of the field, ranging from
business as usual and a strong science program to differing degrees of contin-
gency (Fuller 1993, 11).

Ecology again provides a parallel, with generic points of importance to
interdisciplinary fields highlighted. Whether combining separate areas into a
new composite understanding or extracting components of different areas in
order to produce a new understanding, the mechanics of integration and syn-
thesis require a strong community. Strengthening the community may entail
progressive sharing of empirical and theoretical contents or focusing on a spe-
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cific linking relationship. Integration can occur at any scale or breadth of scope,
from a finer scale that combines models relatively close in focus and approach
to a grander scale that links disparate approaches to ecology. Components of
prior theories may be excluded, but contradictions between theories may re-
quire developing deeper theories that expose unity among phenomena. This
step has occurred in current theories of the four fundamental forces in mod-
ern physics. Perhaps the important general lesson is that integration is not
necessarily a matter of reductionism or grand unity. It may involve nested
hierarchies of several broad theories that might yield a novel integration
(Pickett, Kolasa, and Jones 1994, 129-34).

The category “urban” provides a parallel on another count, Realistically,
Rich and Warren concluded, synthesis is more likely to emerge from “a ten-
tative and shifting coalescence of concepts” (1980, 60, 65). After three de-
cades, there is no precise or commonly used definition of “urban,” though
most definitions include the interrelation between people and space. The lit-
erature reflects the continuing diversity of topics, backgrounds, and meth-
odologies. Multiple paradigms mark conflicts over basic assumptions, choice
of methods, and the relation between basic research and application. Some
convergence has occurred in shared theories and methodologies. Conver-
gence is also suggested by the general agreement that urban research should
include the characteristics of urban space, the organization of institutions
and processes underlying urban political, social, and economic relations, and
links between urban centers and their relations with the larger political sys-
tem, society, and the economy. Often a single topic functions as a matrix of
underlying processes and outcomes. Research on urban economic develop-
ment, for instance, involves examining issues such as local political institu-
tions and processes, intergovernmental policies and policymaking, regional
labor markets and transportation systems, and educational and cultural insti-
tutions. Each component, in turn, may fuel further research projects. The
curriculum echoes this diversity, encompassing courses such as anthropology,
architecture, economics, geography, history, political science, planning, and
sociology in addition to explicitly interdisciplinary programs (Andranovich
and Riposa 1993, 3-5).

The shared conceptual problem at stake in all interdisciplinary studies is
how best to move beyond narrow sectoral interests that make environment,
urban, and other hybrid categories one more competing special interest, not
a representation of general interests. Interdisciplinary categories are organi-
zational and intellectual principles that focus attention on the importance of
clarifying and bridging the ways that different approaches and overlapping
fields of interest order knowledge (after Caldwell 1983, 254). Evaluation is
complicated by their relative youth. Questions of scope and content are still
unanswered, and for most fields academic status remains unsettled. The les-
sons of critical mass underscore the importance of a collective commitment
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to generation and synthesis of new knowledge, an adequate number of ad-
vanced research and graduate programs, and a stable infrastructure of com-
munication networks, meetings, publications, and flow of students into pro-
grams. The key element in stimulating an infrastructure of community is
dialogue. Dialogue opens up lines of communication within which there may
be—indeed should be—competing answers (Rich and Warren 1980, 65).

Ultimately the problem of interdisciplinary studies is the problem of fit.
The metaphor of fit, Caldwell concluded from the experience of environ-
mental studies, prejudges the epistemological problem at stake. Interdiscipli-
nary categories arise because of a perceived misfit among need, experience,
information, and the prevailing structure of knowledge embodied in discipli-
nary organization. If the structure must be changed to accommodate the new
field, perhaps the structure itself is part of the problem. Environmental and
urban studies, like all studies of the second kind, represent “a latent and
fundamental restructuring of knowledge and formal education” (Caldwell
1983, 247-49). They mark the broader move into complex structure, and
they operate as boundary concepts. The boundary work of advancing inter-
disciplinary claims pulls them centripetally toward specific investments. At
the same time, they respond to and stimulate centrifugal movement toward
hybrid constructs. As a result they wind up caught between their shadow
location and pressure to fit into the surface structure by establishing legiti-
macy in a political economy that forces them into competition for resources
with more strongly positioned disciplines. Legitimacy, though, may come at
a high price—the loss of openness that gave rise to interdisciplinary claims
in the first place.

Border and Area

“Border” and “area” name fields of geographic location. They are also pow-
erful metaphors of interdisciplinary study. They offer a comparison at strik-
ingly different levels of scale. Border studies refers here to a particular area,
the United States—Mexico region. Area studies is border studies writ large,
on the map of the world. Even at different levels, they confront common
issues of critical mass, identity, and synthesis.

Border

Interest in border regions is not new. During the nineteenth century, Euro-
pean conquest and the archival material generated by conquest produced a
sizable body of published work about border zones. This knowledge con-
sisted largely of descriptions of indigenous peoples, diaries, personal narra-
tives, commentaries, and testimonies. Opinion differs on the origin of a dis-
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tinct field of interest concentrated on the United States—Mexico borderland.
At least a half dozen phases have been identified, each characterized by pio-
neering efforts that were in turn dependent on accomplishments in prior
phases (Stoddard 1982, 211). The earliest studies tended to reflect the out-
look of a single discipline or a blend of closely associated disciplines. To-
gether they fleshed out a historical and ethnographic picture of the United
States—Mexico border region. This picture was not without the same lingering
strains of romanticism that also characterized forerunners of area studies.

In several genealogical accounts, Ellwyn Stoddard (1982, 1986, 1992) has
traced the history of the field and its professional organization, the Associa-
tion of Borderlands Studies. During the 1950s and 1960s, informal networks
of scholars began building an infrastructure capable of sustaining mutual in-
terests. In 1954 an important event occurred far from the actual border, at
Michigan State University. Charles Loomis, a leading rural sociologist, as-
sembled a team of scholars for a five-year Carnegie-funded project. Members
of the team came from history, anthropology, sociology/demography, politi-
cal science, and economics, with added assistance from medical personnel.
The most comprehensive parts of the project were assembling a bibliography
of pertinent historical materials and making a demographic comparison of
border-state characteristics. Smaller studies dealt with selective issues such as
politics, education, health, disaster relief, and other border-related subjects.

Exchanges between team members were fruitful, resulting in broadening
the project beyond the original focus on technological change. When the
project was not renewed for another five-year cycle, however, most of the
well-known scholars who directed the initial grant dispersed, along with their
graduate students. The concept of multidisciplinary study survived among
scholars spread across several locations, including San Diego State Univer-
sity, the University of Arizona, Notre Dame, and the University of Texas at
El Paso. Their work was largely unfunded or based on local funds. Circula-
tion of unpublished work stimulated the growing network but did little to
advance individual careers. In addition to exchanging information and re-
sources, the group shared frustrations in personal stories of problems in se-
lecting dissertation topics and finding publication outlets. Marginality is not
uncommon in interdisciplinary fields. It is a social condition in which individ-
uals experience conflict over the systems of values, symbols, and power rela-
tions that define two or more groups. One undermines the other’s claims to
exclusivity or monopoly over truth, thereby generating a crisis for individuals
(Abir-Am 1987, 35).

Growing demands on the information network began to overtax the frag-
ile structure of overlapping interests. In the spring of 1976 the Association of
Borderlands Studies (ABS) formed. It began as an experimental section of
the Western Social Science Association (WSSA). The ABS lent vital organi-
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zational support to several projects, including an encyclopedic inventory of
border-related source materials. In attempting to secure funds for a border-
lands sourcebook, researchers confronted what Stoddard aptly calls the
catch-22s of interdisciplinary funding. Disciplinary categories and better-
established interdisciplinary fields tend to be favored over new, risky, and
large-scale multidisciplinary projects. Of the fifteen major agencies that were
approached, all previously involved in funding border research, even agen-
cies expressing initial interest tended to retreat. When the possibility of co-
ordinating the project across separate program categories was raised, enthu-
siasm waned. One program officer even made a site visit to the University of
Texas at El Paso. Yet when referees from sociology evaluated the application,
they were critical of including “nonessential material” such as climate, soils,
and archaeology. The foundation eventually considered the proposal at a
higher level, using discretionary funds. They were still reluctant, though, to
fund the entire spectrum of material, offering to reconsider the project only
if chapters dealing with socioeconomics, demography, and social institutions
were excluded.

During the 1980s some funding became available for projects aligned with
popular issues such as transportation. The red-flagging of hot issues is a form
of parceling that privileges some aspects, especially issues of public and po-
litical interest, while minimizing others or excluding them altogether. In the
case of the United States—Mexico border region, they have tended to be im-
migration, water resources, pollution, drugs, and trade. Competition for re-
sources exacerbates parceling. The rhetoric of interdisciplinary commitment
in the brochures and applications of funding agencies exhorts scholars to go
beyond the boundaries of traditional categories. Yet funding patterns belie
the promise. Prior sanctions operate beneath surface rhetoric in the form of
peer review and interdisciplinary targeting. Interactions with the Department
of Housing and Urban Development yielded similar results, with recommen-
dations to divide the social science material from “the rest.” This pressure
resurfaced in contacts with various government agencies whose operations
touched on the border.

Parceling continued in the area of publication. Multidisciplinary propos-
als that lack provisions for breaking up data into smaller, more discrete pieces
are undercut by the selling of component parts to separate disciplinary and
multidisciplinary journals. This pressure is acute in new fields and in geo-
graphically regional work, which is more likely to be published by university
presses. Confronted by strained budgets, escalating costs, and heightened
pressure to limit book length while making market-oriented decisions, uni-
versity presses are being forced into bottom-line policies that treat less estab-
lished interdisciplinary fields as optional in times of financial exigency. When
university presses were approached about the borderlands sourcebook, they
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suggested someone else publish the early history, archaeology, and geography-
geology portions. They also advised authors to extract chapters dealing with
controversial issues.

In recalling the sourcebook example, Stoddard confronted the problem
of fit: “Neither the publisher’s more stringent mode nor the newly imposed
journal requirement fit the complex nature of multidisciplinary research re-
sults. Therefore, multidisciplinary proposals which do not contain internal
provisions for publishing the results are forced to breakup the data into
smaller, more discrete pieces to be ‘sold’ to separate disciplinary journals—
an anathema to multidisciplinary scholarship” (1982, 214). Eventually, in
1983, The Borderlands Sourcebook was published by the University of Okla-
homa Press.

The move into professionalism is a complicated step. Professionalism pro-
pels the separation of knowledge fields (Ross 1991, 158-63) by creating a
form of monopoly over recruitment, certification of skills, graduate training,
and entry into the academic labor market. A profession has five major attri-
butes: a systematic body of theory and extensive training; professional au-
thority and monopoly of judgment; sanction of a community; a regulative
code of ethics; and a professional culture and lay stereotypes (Greenwood
1982, 207-18). The central activity of professionalism is coalescence into a
group, creating a feeling of solidarity and a sense of place. The “culture of
professionalism” also encompasses a set of learned values and habitual re-
sponses (Bledstein 1976, x), comparable to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. A
“habitus” is an assumed system of principles that generates schemata for per-
ceiving, thinking, valuing, and acting. A disciplinary habitus can be a pow-
erful form of resistance to interdisciplinary affiliations, but an interdiscipli-
nary habitus may also develop.

In the most recent professional history of ABS, Stoddard characterized
the early days of the organization in a manner that will ring true for members
of many interdisciplinary fields: as “a constant struggle to provide the ser-
vices and image of a full-fledged professional organization on the budget of
a Brownie troop” (1992, 29). Over the years, member affiliations supplied
vital support for administrative and publication projects, especially the ge-
ography departments at California State University, Northridge, and the Uni-
versity of California, Riverside. By 1990 ABS had grown to nearly three hun-
dred members, and a permanent secretariat was located at New Mexico State
University. In quantity alone members represented nearly one-third of all ses-
sions at the WSSA meeting. Local institutions play a crucial role in attaining
critical mass. When local budgets are pressed, however, overall position may
erode. Interdisciplinary fields often lack sufficient “economies of scale.” A
broad-based infrastructure is crucial to organizational resilience.

Organizational strength may also be more tenuous than assumed. ABS
membership grew during the 1970s, and a core of members continues, but
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many early political officials and marginally interested individuals disap-
peared. Even after establishment of the journal and timely dues collection,
membership slipped again. Members are not always diligent in paying dues,
and they fail to share their border expertise in the mundane yet essential work
of submitting manuscripts and book reviews. Although increasingly cited in
other fields and disciplines, the journal is still limited by lack of material and
reviewers with adequate breadth of knowledge. Interdisciplinary journals
also experience a foreshortening of interdisciplinary development in the loss
of manuscripts to more prestigious journals that advance individual, and of-
ten disciplinary, career prospects.

In its brief history, ABS has also experienced the possibility of being taken
over by expanding border programs and institutes throughout California and
the Southwest. In order to survive, interdisciplinary organizations are some-
times subsumed into disciplinary and multidisciplinary “parent” organiza-
tions, comparable to the collapsing of interdisciplinary programs into the
disciplinary homes of participating faculty and cross-departmental struc-
tures. By strict definition, ABS has had an uneven history of professionalism.
Lack of internal review and certification precludes claims of judgment over
border-related issues. During the organization’s critical years of struggle, ABS
control of the field has been further eroded by a profusion of “instant border
experts” backed by financially motivated consultant firms and, more recently,
border-related agencies. Border interests are also located in other fields, such
as Latin American or Chicano studies. Those fields have their own identities,
agendas, and marginalities. Much of the field’s standing is based on the pro-
fessionalization process in members’ original disciplines and their individual
accomplishments in the multidisciplinary context of borderlands research.
Tallying outcomes, Stoddard characterizes ABS as a “spare parts” profes-
sional field.

The multidimensionality of the field is further apparent in the ambiguity
of individual identity. Every scholar, Stoddard reflected, has at one time
walked the delicate line between mainstream demands of his or her discipline
and multidisciplinary collaboration. Legitimacy, for the most part, occurs on
the terrain of individual disciplinary identity. The academic standing, doc-
toral training, and professional appointments of individuals enable ABS to
claim the authority of a profession. When border experts have been highly
visible as top-level decision makers the field’s legitimacy has been dispropor-
tionately greater. This pattern appears across world areas: in the work of Ni-
geria’s border commissioner, A. I. Asiwaju; in geographer Michel Foucher’s
advice on contemporary European issues of geopolitical dimensions; in Jorge
Bustamente’s influence on Mexican border policies and reactions to United
States programs; in Gerhard Sandner’s efforts to clarify maritime boundaries
in transition; and in Hans Briner’s activities as secretary general of the Regio
Basilenses on multinational regional planning in the Rhineland and increased
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cooperation on issues such as border commerce and nuclear energy resources
(Stoddard 1992).

Correspondingly, the body of theory for United States—Mexico border-
lands research was derived initially from the “conceptual reservoirs or disci-
plinary accumulations” of the field’s early members. Some of these tools and
methods have remained intact. Others have been modified and adapted to fit
the unique milieu of borderlands. In their desire to contribute meaningfully
to borderlands research, scholars have moved across material, employing
amorphous terms to characterize vague theoretical frameworks. Within its
professional organization and its journal, borderlands studies is primarily
multidisciplinary. At the level of individual work, partially integrative levels
have been achieved (Stoddard 1991; 1992, 2). The difference between “as-
sociation/coordination” and synthesis is evident in all interdisciplinary fields.
In an associative relationship, individuals trade data but do not integrate it
into their own experience and perception. Synthesis requires a higher level
of task organization. An interdisciplinary field, Stoddard suggests, is like a
system of transparent overlays in which the scope and content of each disci-
pline are superimposed on a common phenomenon. Individual scholars in-
tegrate ideas and concepts, not the contributing disciplines (1991).

Borderlands is not a mature field in either a disciplinary or an interdisci-
plinary sense. It lacks agreement on a reliable lexicon, conceptual tools, and
assumptions. ABS does hold the promise of being a reputable indicator of
scholarly expertise and professional acumen. Recently, in fact, a strong sen-
timent has been voiced for greater organizational autonomy. Current mem-
ber dues are high enough to finance the added expenses of autonomy. ABS
attained this level, however, because of tremendous personal and institu-
tional subsidies. The trope of progress lionizes individuals, flagship models,
and notable accomplishments, but it minimizes persistent strains and impedi-
ments. In 1992 fewer than a dozen scholars in ABS had sufficient breadth to
carry forward the task of synthesis, including the vital “switchboarding” role
of individuals who promote exchange of information and knowledge. The
growth of any professional culture produces a basic set of fictions or myths
about origin and progress that need to be examined periodically for veracity
(Stoddard 1991, 1992, 5-6, 17).

Even the constitution of border studies, Michael Kearney (1991) warns, is
a matter for concern. The project of border theory tests boundaries not only
between nations but also between cultural productions, identities, sexuali-
ties, and disciplines (Welchman 1996). Yet, institutionalizing border studies
risks developing new disciplines that control territorial and epistemological
boundaries. At present a blurring of cultural and political spaces and identi-
ties is occurring in the border area as Mixtec alien migrants construct new
identities out the bricolage of their transnational existence. In the liminal area
of the border, spatial, categorical, and political distinctions of self and other
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are increasingly blurred. Like the disciplines that study it, the border is
riddled with holes and contradictions. It is a zone of contested space, capital,
and meanings. Classical constructions of anthropology and history have been
challenged and replaced by new studies of the border area and its cultural
politics. Many of these studies are antidisciplinary in the sense that they tran-
scend the domains of standard disciplines and have formed outside the offi-
cial institutional body of the state. Like the Annales project, they displace the
vantage point outside national history while transcending formulations of
historiography.

The dangers of institutionalization are real. Yet border studies under-
scores the importance of building a viable infrastructure for hybrid research,
teaching, and problem solving. It also documents the double function of in-
terdisciplinary work. Members of borderlands studies are members of other
professional groups, disciplines, and local institutions. At those sites, they are
changing the material and intellectual space that constitute discipline. This
double presence is equally apparent in area studies.

Area

Sustained scholarly interest in distant parts of the modern world dates from
the nineteenth century (Lambert et al. 1984, 2—4). The rise of area programs
in the United States, though, was due to a specific historical event—World
War II. Designed to produce knowledge about the contemporary foreign cul-
tures of “enemy peoples,” area studies programs were a “minor enterprise in
the war effort” (Schwartz 1980, 15). A partial institutional base was already
in place. Before the war the Rockefeller Foundation had funded the first gen-
eralized institutions of international relations, including the well-known Yale
Institute of International Studies. Even with this base, only a few area spe-
cialists in universities and other personnel had extensive expertise on areas
outside Western Europe. War was the chief enabling condition, but the cre-
ation and maintenance of a substantial cadre of experts on other parts of the
world did not occur without deliberate government commitment to a tar-
geted mission. Some disciplines might have become more cosmopolitan over
time, but it took a powerful combination of economic, political, and military
capital to give area studies an institutional presence in the United States and
abroad (Lambert 1991, 172-73).

The location of area studies in centers staffed with civilian professors re-
sulted from an “almost accidental” organizational decision that had signifi-
cant structural and intellectual consequences. The professors and other per-
sonnel being trained were in enclaves away from the rest of the campus. It
might have made as much sense, Richard Lambert suggested in a recent ge-
nealogy of the field, to have made area centers freestanding, government-
supported units outside the university system. Had this happened, army spe-
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cialized training units might have become prototypes for the academy style
of organization typical in other countries. Elsewhere, area studies is often
conducted within a government agency or a separate academy that is both
responsive and responsible to government needs. In the United States, the
bulk of basic research and writing on other countries occurs in universities.
This location reinforces the teaching function, often absent in other coun-
tries. Additionally, in other countries academic debates on area versus disci-
plinary focus, research technology versus content, and applied versus pure
research have not been prominent. Topical and disciplinary focus is often
determined by interests of public policy, especially the need to devise effec-
tive political or economic strategies (Lambert 1991, 172-73).

Viewed from the standpoint of interdisciplinary history, area studies was
to the social sciences and humanities what the Manhattan Project and opera-
tions research were to science and technology. An unprecedented level of
demand for trained interpreters, analysts, and administrators capable of deal-
ing with the conquest and occupation of Germany and Japan sanctioned
boundary crossing. Changes in the scale and form of social organizations
were visible throughout American life (Pye 1975, 5). There is a striking par-
allel between the wartime fluidity of gender boundaries separating kitchen
from factory and disciplinary divisions in universities. Both boundaries were
allowed to loosen during time of national need but were expected to rebound
“naturally” when soldiers returned to their former jobs and the exigencies of
wartime research ended. Nonetheless, just as the Manhattan Project and op-
erations research marked the growing shadow structure of interdisciplinary
research in science and technology, just as Rosie the Riveter symbolized ex-
panding roles for women, the challenge of area studies lingered.

The lesson of World War IT was clear. The problem of understanding dis-
tant nations exposed the limits of conventional ways of organizing knowledge
and the need for new approaches to learning about foreign societies. Changes
in the external world, Lucian Pye reflected, raised powerful questions about
how responsive universities should be to public problems, how readily the
academy should follow the path paved with foundation funds, and in a rap-
idly changing world, what could guide those seeking integrity in the cause of
knowledge (1975, 4—5). Put another way, problems of the second and third
kinds were put squarely on the academic desk. The structural implications
were as significant as the advent of new interdisciplinary programs during the
1960s and 1970s and the increased variety of hybrid knowledge forms today.
After the war, when the military need that fostered the rapid rise of area studies
disappeared, many programs were dismantled. With financial help from sev-
eral private foundations, fourteen campus-based programs remained. Many
were expanded versions of the small nuclei that survived from prewar days
(Lambert 1991, 173).
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From that point forward, area studies began to diversify. Shortly after the
war, the Carnegie Corporation funded Russian Research Centers at Harvard,
and in a parallel effort to advance study of Communist China, the Universi-
ties Service Center was established in Hong Kong. Area studies further ex-
panded from the Asia-Pacific theater of war and the former Soviet Union to
cover the whole of the non-Western world and even marginal parts of the
West, though in Latin American studies the Spanish and Portuguese were
emphasized over indigenous peoples. Subsequently, area programs devel-
oped in some British and continental European universities, and in Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand. Europeans had an apparent edge in the amount
of knowledge about areas they once ruled, yet it was often slanted in favor of
official policies and circumscribed by colonialist pigeonholes. In recent de-
cades the Western monopoly on studies of the non-Western world has been
broken by work being done in Japan, India, Singapore, Ghana, and other
Asian and African countries (C. A. Fisher 1973, 185-86).

Of the organizations that supplied funding, the Ford Foundation had the
greatest impact. From 1950 through 1973, it gave $278 million for interna-
tional studies. Of the $176.6 million classified as grants for international
training and research, a considerable proportion went to work now classified
as area studies (Pye 1975, 11). The availability of fellowships for overseas
fieldwork conferred greater legitimacy. Funded by the Ford Foundation, the
Foreign Area Fellowship Program was established in 1952. This prestigious
program recognized excellence in both disciplinary and area work. An im-
portant part of the expanding American system of graduate education, the
program is credited as probably the single most influential formal institution
in helping reduce the confrontation between area studies and disciplines; the
program promoted the image of a new kind of scholar capable of being an
innovator in a discipline while commanding esoteric knowledge and the lan-
guage of a non-Western country. Area studies gained added visibility with
the National Defense Education Act (NDEA). Between 1958 and 1973,
NDEA Title VI provided roughly $206 million. Of that amount, $68.5 mil-
lion went directly to language and area centers that totaled 107 for many
years. NDEA-funded centers produced 35,000 bachelor’s degrees, 14,700
master’s degrees and over 5,000 Ph.D’s (Pye 1975, 12).

Quantitative critical mass alone indicates that a threshold level has been
achieved. By 1988 there were about six hundred self-declared area studies
programs on American campuses, ranging from a handful of faculty and stu-
dents to several hundred. A survey of the field in 1984 revealed that eighty or
so programs at the top of the range, in terms of number and quality, annually
receive support from the United States government. Between 1959 and 1981,
these programs produced 88,000 students with academic degrees in language
and area studies. Since then, rapid expansion has come to an end, with the
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notable exception of Japanese studies. At present a stable corps of about
7,000 academic area specialists is scattered throughout higher education,
both within and outside organized centers (Lambert 1991, 175).

The degree of area specialization, Lambert found, varies along a con-
tinuum that ranges from an individual conducting a single piece of research
to a scholar whose entire professional life is centered on area work. The latter
is clearly the minority. Most area specialists identify with a broad country
label. The long-term trend has been toward narrower geographic specializa-
tion, moving from world region to country to a particular section of a par-
ticular country. Within organized programs a substantial portion of faculty
do not spend most of their professional time in areal specialization. Even
among faculty in federally funded language and area studies centers, which
educate most of the country’s area specialists, only 77 percent of the inner
core spend 25 percent or more of their professional time devoted to an area
(Lambert 1991, 171, 177). Individual identity is compounded by geographi-
cal distance, the need for mastery of a second language, and an ethnographic
tradition that may require years in the field. Needing disciplinary, linguistic,
cultural, and interdisciplinary skills, area specialists face the demands of dual,
triple, even quadruple competence.

The question of field identity is complicated. China studies is an instruc-
tive example. A review of the field by a joint committee of the American
Council of Learned Societies (ACLS) and the Social Science Research Coun-
cil illustrates the issues at stake (“Review of Joint Committee” 1990). The
committee presides over a vast and complex field that stretches over more
than two millennia of Chinese history and more than a dozen disciplines. The
field’s coherence derives not from common methods or assumptions but two
major characteristics common to scholars: a commitment to in-depth study
of some aspect of Chinese civilization, and recognition of the relevance and
importance of Chinese experience to common problems studied by different
scholars. At a minimum, these commitments are marked by an ability to con-
duct original research in the Chinese language and a willingness “to blend”
questions about Chinese civilization with the particular questions and ap-
proaches of an individual discipline or intellectual tradition. The growing size
of the field, though, makes it impossible for any one specialist to have more
than passing familiarity with a significant proportion of the knowledge being
produced.

That was not the case thirty years ago, when a China specialist would likely
have been familiar with literary developments, economic trends, leadership
changes, the thoughts of Chairman Mao, and other subjects pertaining to
post-1949 China. The older contemporary field no longer exists. Today a
China specialist is not just a student of China but also a student of economic
development strategy, microeconomic incentive structures, political clientel-
ism, urban social structure, region, or kinship. The questions inspiring spe-
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cialists today often come from disciplines, and some of the best research on
contemporary China is published in forums such as the Journal of Compara-
tive Economics, World Politics, American Sociological Review, Signs, and the
New England Journal of Medicine. As a result, China studies is experiencing
a compounded fragmentation—by period, by research specialty, and by in-
tellectual trends within particular disciplines. Ten years ago historians might
be distinguished by the extent to which they used approaches from the social
sciences and the new social history. Today they differ, at a finer level, by the
social sciences they draw on. In addition, new interpretive or multidisciplin-
ary approaches are being adopted alongside traditional work in literature,
religion, and philosophy that derives from the older disciplines of sinology.

The ACLS committee consequently winds up in a delicate balancing act:
juggling standards of scholarship that define a general commitment to Chi-
nese studies while attempting to “tie together” work performed in disparate
disciplines and specialties. Some members of the field complain that the com-
mittee plays too active a role in shaping the field, especially in late imperial
and modern social history. Others charge that humanistic scholarship has
been slighted in conferences and workshops, though others complain about
neglect of certain social sciences, especially political science. If any tilting has
occurred, the review committee concluded, it has been in the direction of the
humanities, though some imbalance in favor of social sciences appears in
conference themes and subject matter. Social history has often co-opted
study of literary texts at the expense of more traditional approaches to the
humanities and certain social sciences. As the earlier study of disciplinary
neighbors revealed, individual perceptions and preferences play a strong role
in judgments about whether disciplinary relations are beneficial and fruitful
or instead resemble what the committee called a “shotgun marriage” of in-
compatible partners.

From a macroscopic perspective, certain patterns common to interdisci-
plinary studies appear. At times the U.S. government has attempted to shape
area studies, primarily through special financial support of underrepresented
disciplines and understudied countries and through targeted efforts to raise
levels of language competency. For the most part, though, the growth of the
field at large is tied to many separate institutional and individual decisions
unrelated to government support. Area studies is, in Lambert’s words, a
“highly variegated, fragmented phenomenon, not a relatively homogeneous
intellectual tradition.” In U.S. universities, distribution of scholars by level of
specialization, world area, and discipline results from a “laissez-faire model.”
The implied singularity of “area” and other interdisciplinary categories of
knowledge masks important differences across institutional practices. The
first task in studying the field is to “unreify,” to realize that the i in question
is not a singular phenomenon. Some features are shared by people who dedi-
cate all or part of their careers to the category in question. Yet the features
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that characterize scholars in one set of disciplines may not apply to those in
others (after Lambert 1991, 176). The categories that anchor interdiscipli-
nary studies are general rubrics, not precise specifications.

Patterns of disciplinary distribution are illuminating. The immediacy of
war skewed initial distribution of the knowledge produced. Paralleling the
beginnings of border studies, the bulk of existing American expertise on
many countries tended to come from missionaries, former foreign service of-
ficers, and to a lesser extent itinerant businesspeople or immigrant nationals.
A skewed picture of the world emerged. The area specialists already in place
tended to be in particular disciplines: history, classical literature, and occa-
sionally linguistics. Language, history, and anthropology were already orga-
nized in a manner conducive to useful categorization of a contemporary ori-
entation. Between 1952 and 1972, the Foreign Area Fellowship Program
awarded 2,050 fellowships to students in forty different disciplines. The larg-
est number, 605, went to historians; the second largest, 439, to political scien-
tists. If international relations is included in the classification “political sci-
ence,” the count rises to 498 (Lambert 1991, 173, 188).

Generally speaking, the more a discipline is focused on what are presum-
ably universal principles, not substantive particularities, the less hospitable it
has been to area work. Anthropology and political science, where elegant
description-oriented analyses are valued, are better represented than psy-
chology, which has been moving toward a biology-based science, or econom-
ics, whose center of gravity is in econometrics and macroeconomic theory, or
to a lesser extent, sociology. Most social sciences involved in area studies tend
to be at the “soft” end of conventional taxonomy. Substantial numbers of
humanists work within several areal groupings, and many topics have a hu-
manistic thrust. This presents an unusual opportunity for cross-fertilization
among scholars who might normally have little contact, yet it reinforces the
perception among “hard” social scientists that area studies are nonscientific
and “nondisciplinary.” Longitudinal survey data indicate that the heart of
area studies now lies in four disciplines: language and literature, history, po-
litical science, and anthropology. A significant portion of conferences, sym-
posia, book collaborations, and jointly taught courses fall within the range of
these disciplines. Across world area groups, roughly two-thirds of specialists
are in these disciplines, except for Southeast Asian studies. On close inspec-
tion, distribution varies further. Inner Asian studies has emphasized history,
language studies, and “nondisciplinary” concentration on the area. History
is well represented in East Asian and East European studies. Economics is
strongly represented in African, Latin American, and Southeast Asian stud-
ies, though never more than 15 percent. Anthropology is prominent in devel-
oped societies, and sociology is underrepresented everywhere (Lambert 1991,
186-88, 192).
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Another form of boundary work occurs in the formation of distinct
“tribes” of scholars. Study of Japan is considered the province of Japanolo-
gists, study of China the turf of sinologists, and so on. Some bridging occurs
in the metaphor of the Pacific Rim, which links some Latin Americanists and
East Asians, and in merging scholarly interests in the Muslim world. For the
most part, though, area tribes tend to inhabit “relatively watertight intellec-
tual domains.” The notable exception occurs among U.S. scholars who study
formerly Western European countries. They tend to see themselves as disci-
plinarians. “Ologizing” stems from the need to draw boundaries separating
legitimate experts from dilettantes. The ologist tradition is especially strong
in areas where mastery of regional languages is time consuming for Wester-
ners. Ologizing has pushed the disciplinary balance of area specialists away
from the social sciences toward the humanities. Language competency and
substantive knowledge of other countries have been more likely to occur in
the humanities, where a certain “fungibility of interest from one topic to an-
other” has been greater. Ologizing has also tended to exclude the hard end
of the social sciences, such as econometrics, demography, and political mod-
eling. The supremacy of analytic technique over substantive content finds its
greatest adherents in these realms (Lambert 1991, 182-83).

The answer to the question of interdisciplinarity depends, as it does in all
studies of the second kind, on exactly what is being described: the field at
large, individual practices, the epistemological ground of inquiry, or particu-
lar clusters of practices, methods, conceptual and theoretical frameworks. It
is a mistake, Lambert cautions, to think of area studies as predominantly an
“interdisciplinary” enterprise (1991, 189-91). Much of what would be de-
fined as “genuinely interdisciplinary” work has occurred at the juncture of
the four disciplines that currently provide the bulk of area specialists. At that
hybrid intellectual space, a kind of historically informed political anthropol-
ogy has developed using material in local languages. History has operated as
a swing discipline. Blending of disciplinary perspectives occurs most fre-
quently in two sets of activities: conferences, symposia, and thematic sessions
at professional meetings and research by individual specialists. In the first
instance, broadly defined themes have been the dominant pattern in scholarly
papers, creating a collective “multidisciplinary” perspective. The topic of any
particular conference, symposium, or session “drives the disciplinary mix.”
In the second case, topics regarded as substantively important to understand-
ing a particular country frequently “do not respect disciplinary boundaries.”
The anthropomorphic notion of topics not respecting knowledge boundaries
only reaffirms their constructed nature.

Area studies and other interdisciplinary studies are “transdisciplinary” in
several respects. The U.S. tradition of area studies has been a “nonenclaved
endeavor” characterized by a loose definition of expertise. Programs often
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resemble a cafeteria of courses in many disciplines. Blending is often left to
the students, and the overwhelming proportion of their courses lies within
their major disciplines. Professional organizations serving area interests are
“transdisciplinary” in the sense that they draw members from a large number
of disciplines, even though the work of individuals tends to lie within their
own disciplines. Area-studies programs have been “nondisciplinary” in the
sense that research topics are usually chosen because of their importance for
understanding a particular society. These topics often fall within domains
where the conceptual and methodological apparatuses of Western-oriented
disciplines have not been completely helpful or do not pertain. This limita-
tion echoes the realization in Native American and African American studies
that the underlying holistic basis of thought and action is not fully served by
Western epistemologies and indeed sometimes falls outside their scope.

Lambert’s final distinction is the most insightful and the most under-
realized aspect of interdisciplinary work. It also provides further evidence of
the importance of interactions at the specialty level. Area studies are “subdis-
ciplinary” in the sense that research by individual specialists, especially in the
social sciences, has tended to concentrate on particular subdomains. Most
economists in area studies work in three subfields: agricultural, development,
and planning economics. In peace and security studies, which often crosses
the hybrid domain of area studies, several disciplines have subfields that are
concerned with relevant components of core problems in the field. The com-
ponents for security policy include attitude formation and change at indi-
vidual, group, institutional, or national levels; the development, appeal, and
functioning of mass protest movements; bureaucratic and organizational be-
havior, especially receptivity and resistance to change; as well as the role of
public opinion, Congress, and the executive branch in formulating security
policy. The challenge of interdisciplinary research, Richard Lebow suggests
in an apt metaphor, is coaxing them “to climb out of their disciplinary
trenches in order to survey the entire battlefield” (1988, 523 -24).

Citation analysis suggests that the tendency for area studies, when it has
prospered, has been consolidation into a quasi-disciplinary field separate
from practitioners’ original disciplines, with less influence on those disci-
plines that often hoped or publicly expressed (Calhoun 1992, 141). The full
impact of area studies cannot be weighed without factoring in a broader shift.
As political tensions rose in many developed areas and problems of scholarly
access grew, the relation between discipline and area studies changed. In the
field of political development, for example, the status of area specialists
changed as political scientists recognized their expertise. Area specialists ini-
tially sought to gain skills and concepts from the disciplines. As they gained
confidence as social scientists, they shifted direction and began questioning
the utility of concepts developed in disciplines in Western societies and, more
particularly, in U.S. politics. As the division of labor between general theor-
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ists and area specialists eroded, normative questions and larger conceptual
questions became more important (Pye 1975, 19-21).

Ultimately, the question of interdisciplinary studies and their underlying
categories of knowledge can be answered only within overlapping contexts
of laissez-faire patterns of growth, disciplinary distributions, and historical
change in disciplinary practice.

Women and Culture

Arthur Kroker’s vision of critical interdisciplinarity is being enacted in wom-
en’s and cultural studies. The two categories offer an intriguing comparison.
One—women—is often treated as an enabling part of the reformulation of
the other—culture.

Women

Once again, the underlying category is not new. Historically, knowledge
about women was largely a by-product of work done in disciplinary contexts.
In coeducational and all-female institutions, some women offered courses
and conducted research pertaining to women, especially sex and gender is-
sues. Until the women’s studies movement of the late 1960s and 1970s,
though, their experiments were largely ignored or even abandoned. Over the
course of two decades, the growth of a feminist presence on campus resulted
in women’s studies becoming, for many, an exemplary model of a successful
interdisciplinary field. Women’s studies was enabled by a combination of his-
torical events and social capital. They included a new push for general edu-
cation reform, demands for social justice and racial equality, concerns about
dissipation of the talents of educated women, the entrance of women of all
races and classes into the public labor force, and new technologies of repro-
duction that helped to redefine women'’s sexuality (Stimpson 1992, 254 —56).

Like urban and environmental studies, women’s studies is “the academic
arm” of a larger social and political movement (Coyner 1991, 349). The first
program in the United States was formally approved in 1970 at San Diego
State University, though the first “political” women’s studies course was re-
portedly taught at the Free University of Seattle in 1965 (Boxer 1982, 663
n. 6). In 1969 roughly 16 courses in the country were devoted to the subject
of women and gender (Stimpson 1992, 257). By 1973, approximately 5,000
courses on women were being offered in American institutions of higher edu-
cation (DuBois et al. 1987, 4 n. 4). In 1977, when the National Women’s
Studies Association (NWSA) was founded, 276 programs were in place na-
tionwide. By 1982 there were more than 300 programs and more than 30,000
courses in colleges and universities (Boxer 1982, 662). By 1990 there were
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520 programs, 235 of them undergraduate majors and 404 minors. A recent
survey by the American Council on Education found courses at 68 percent
of all United States universities, 48.9 percent of all four-year colleges, and
26.5 percent of two-year colleges. Across this curricular array, more students
take courses in women’s studies than major in it, and double majors are the
norm (“Women'’s Studies” 1990, 214).

The intellectual history of the field is as revealing as its institutional his-
tory. What began as “compensatory education” became nothing less than “a
comprehensive intellectual and social critique” that addressed hegemonic is-
sues (“Women’s Studies” 1990, 209). Reflecting the field’s origin in a larger
social movement, the syllabi of early courses were dominated by popular
writings, such as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, Caroline Bird’s Born
Female, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, and Kate Millet’s Sexual Poli-
tics. These courses aimed to promote greater reflection on female experience
and feminist goals. Usually taken as electives, they were not firmly anchored
in their host institutions (Boxer 1982, 663 n. 7, 681). They were taught mostly
by women, many of them political activists. Few had status as resident faculty
in women’s studies programs.

The field grew rapidly for two reasons. It met urgent political and intellec-
tual needs. Its founders also took advantage of existing frameworks and
structures employed by other interdisciplinary fields, especially Black, ethnic,
and American studies (“Women's Studies” 1990, 210; Gerstenberger and Al-
len 1977). In the early 1970s, Sandra Coyner recalls, “women’s studies” was
a restricted choice from limited alternatives that were not of women’s own
design. A pattern for name and structure already existed, permitting women’s
studies to become established relatively quickly and obviating the need to fight
more general battles about innovation and crossing disciplinary boundaries.
Seldom, though, was there debate on whether that structure was the most
appropriate one, let alone what the ideal structure might be (1991, 350).

By the late 1980s a formidable scholarly apparatus was in place in the form
of specialist journals, newsletters, professional networks, and a viable pres-
ence in universities and on some commercial press lists. Production of knowl-
edge about women followed a common pattern in interdisciplinary fields.
Initial gains are greater in the accumulation of data and information. Early
feminist criticism appeared to be “an empirical orphan in the theoretical
storm” (Showalter 1981, 180). The data/theory split, though, is not a strict
dichotomy or a simple diptych, an observation Chalmers Johnson made in
area studies. Data gatherers are not arrayed on one panel, with theory build-
ers on the opposite panel (1975, 81). New empirical work challenged and
reinvigorated existing theory, exposing the partiality of conventional axioms,
received truths, and the premise that facts were neutral. The archaeological
mission of ciphering and translating silent sediments of the historical past
(Kroker 1980, 9) raised substantive questions: Why did gaps and voids exist
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in the first place? Why were they treated as “in-between” spaces, not as pri-
mary spaces?

Mere accretion of woman-centered topics—the augmenting strategy
Charlotte Bunch dubbed “Add women and stit” (Shumway and Messer-
Davidow 1991, 215)—would not be adequate. Only radical reconstruction
of knowledge and consciousness would effect genuine change, moving the
field beyond “mainstreaming” knowledge about women as a subset or com-
ponent of knowledge about men to a genuine “transformation” capable of
“breaking the disciplines” (Minnich 1990, 12; Howe 1978). The goal of
challenging dominant intellectual traditions and institutional structures, en-
shrined in the founding rhetoric of the NWSA, has been accomplished in a
number of ways. The scholarly practices that define and advance the field
span older and newer traditions of liberal humanism, challenges to estab-
lished disciplinary canons, strategies of reading that emphasize differences
within language, and specific methods and theories linked with structuralism
and poststructuralism, cultural studies, neo-Marxist theory of ideology, and
women’s perspectives on African American and postcolonial experience and
identity (Stimpson 1992).

No single description adequately accounts for this diversity, though sev-
eral stages of feminist scholarship have been identified. Early deconstructions
of error and bias led to reconstruction of philosophical and scientific reality
and, in turn, to the construction of general theories (Stimpson 1978, 14-26).
The first generation of scholars addressed primarily omissions and distor-
tions in the form and content of traditional disciplines (Hoagland 1978, 17).
This initial phase was characterized by identification of male bias and discov-
ery of how it led to omission or distortion of the study of women. The second
phase was characterized by development of original feminist perspectives on
the methods and assumptions of disciplines (DuBois et al. 1987, 1518, 40).
Stages of development have not been neat or consecutive. Three major ac-
tivities have supplemented, corrected, and sometimes overlapped one an-
other: defiance of difference; celebration of difference; and recognition of
differences among women (Stimpson 1992, 259-67). The recent turn into
gender studies encompasses interests that were formerly identified as femi-
nist along with studies of masculinity, sexuality, and lesbian and gay studies
(Schor 1992, 262, 275).

Inevitably, as feminist scholarship developed within and across disci-
plines, the question arose whether women’s studies was a discipline. The
emergence of specialized terminology suggested the possibility. In distin-
guishing two modes of feminist literary criticism, for example, Elaine Show-
alter (1981) coined the terms “gynocritics” and “gynocriticism” to distin-
guish intellectual work that focused on the woman writer and a genuinely
women-centered ground of inquiry. Later Alice Jardine (1985) used the term
“gynesis” to label expansion into cultural representations of gender and pat-
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terns of masculinity and femininity. Taking women’s writing as the primary
subject forced the leap to a new conceptual vantage point, away from the ideo-
logical dilemma of reconciling revisionary pluralism into an epistemology
grounded in difference. Research, teaching, and service premised on differ-
ence often begin by redressing grievances and building on existing models.

Diane Elam (1990) defines the space of women’s studies as a “discipline
of difference,” a construction that calls into question the autonomy of disci-
pline by appealing to disciplinarity as “cross-disciplinarity.” Disciplinary
borders are crossed through continuous inter- and intradisciplinary cross-
fertilization. Reconstituting disciplinarity as cross-disciplinarity does not ele-
vate feminism to the status of a theoretical metalanguage or a totalizing mas-
ter narrative. Like argument 3, embodied in Jeffrey Peck’s vision of a critical
interdisciplinarity in German studies, this move asserts that borders are nei-
ther stable nor impenetrable. The premise of difference is comprehensive.
Older critiques of disciplinary structure are joined by new demands for self-
definition, reflexivity, and alternative forms of knowledge production (Boxer
1982, 686). Epistemological concerns are also realigned with their political
implications.

Despite their differences, ethnic, minority, and women’s studies exhibit
an implicitly shared epistemology that dismantles the boundary separating
knowledge from action, discipline from politics. In a notable parallel, Russell
Thornton (1977) argued that Native American studies should be allowed to
define and build its own intellectual traditions, based not on the differenti-
ated social and political systems of Anglo culture but on the holistic “undif-
ferentiated systems” of Native American cultures. That means focusing on
oral traditions, treaties and treaty rights, tribal government, forms of organi-
zation, group persistence, Native American epistemology, and the practical
needs of community. Similarly, Ronald Walters argued that African American
studies is “disciplined” by the centrality of racism in American life. Curricu-
lum and research are based on the “unity and the order of Blackness.” They
are defined by praxis, not grand theory (1970, 144). Analysis is not objective
in the traditional sense but is interested work—corrective, descriptive, and
prescriptive work. Theory building and problem solving have an integral re-
lation grounded in the needs of community (Semmes 1981, 15).

The fusion of critique and problem solving theoretically places political
and intellectual work on the same level. Yet they are not valued that way in
the academic reward structures, or among members of the same field. In
women’s studies, some of the most extensive debates have focused on the
relation between activist and academic goals. This tension requires a balanc-
ing act in the NWSA among individuals who came to women’s studies at
different periods, through different routes, with differing conceptualizations
of the field (Boxer 1982, 674—75). Furthermore, despite a handful of feminist
public policy centers and organizations composed of friends of women’s
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studies, few structures span academic and other communities. Despite
courses that treat social change historically, theoretically, or practically,
knowledge of discourse has not been of significant use to child incest victims
whose stories are discredited in court because they are inconsistent with stan-
dard judicial criteria for valid discourse. Models exist, among them a Man-
kato State University course called “Collective Action/Analysis” and an in-
ternship in feminist organizations at the University of Massachusetts, Boston.
They are still few in number, however (Messer-Davidow 1991, 301). More-
over, despite other manifestations of feminism on campus—centers that ad-
dress sexual assault and harassment, advocacy and action groups, affirmative
action offices, activities by and for minority women, and special programs for
women in math, engineering, and the sciences—women’s studies scholarship
has rarely acted directly to produce change (Coyner 1991, 351).

Women’s studies has also had to confront its own exclusions and distor-
tions. “Women” is not a category unto itself. It is part of a matrix of interre-
lations with gender, race, class, and national culture. The founding genera-
tion of academic feminists found themselves charged with being an elite
corps holding good jobs and privileged positions but removed from the social
circumstances of many of the women they purported to represent. In the
past, heterosexual, white, and even upper-class female perspectives domi-
nated feminist inquiry, fostering what Micaela di Leonardo called the “femi-
nist metonymic fallacy” of universalizing women’s experiences without re-
gard for power differentials (Addelson and Potter 1991, 260). Mainstream
feminist scholarship has been critiqued in the work of African American,
Chicana, Native American, and lesbian scholars who are engaged in their
own projects of rediscovery and reevaluation (DuBois et al. 1987, 63). The
emergence of Black women’s studies during the 1980s and a clearly defined
community of African American women writers created new institutional
locations where Black women intellectuals are producing new specialized
knowledge. Black women’s history and feminist literary criticism have been
important sites in this renaissance (Collins 1991).

Women’s studies also confronts the dilemma of professionalism. The no-
tion of a “both-and” strategy emerged early, in the vision of a core of faculty
trained in more than one discipline to become “interdisciplinary women”
capable of working with interested teachers in their diverse locations. This
strategy, on the surface, implies a professional paradox of being “both in the
disciplines and in opposition to them” (Messer-Davidow 1991, 281-82).
Progress in all of the studies, though, has been bidirectional. Scholars and
teachers work across the grain and against it, operating both inside and out-
side discipline. One coordinator of a women’s studies program argued early
on that “in order to change or add to the traditional perspectives of disci-
plines, women’s studies has to be of them, in them, and about them” (Boxer
1982, 671 n. 34, 693). Being located within institutions while wielding their
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forms of power and authority for interested purposes amounts to a dis-
mantling from within a professional class position (Addelson and Potter
1991, 271).

The question of interdisciplinarity is complicated by the plurality of dis-
ciplinary and ideological perspectives. From the beginning, women’s studies
was conceived as interdisciplinary in the sense of providing programs where
disciplinary boundaries could be broken down and a broader, more com-
plete approach to understanding women developed. This conception often
embodies implicit criticism of the entire structure of higher education. Gloria
Bowles speculated early on that one day the Renaissance man might be re-
placed by “the interdisciplinary woman” (cited in Boxer 1982, 687). Her ex-
act identity has been debated ever since. In the 1975 inaugural issue of Sigzs,
the founding editors suggested several patterns of work. They ranged from
one person skilled in several disciplines but focused on one subject 70 several
persons skilled in single disciplines yet focused collaboratively on a subject
together 7o a group of disciplinarians who publish in random conjunction
within the same journal. Two years later, Catherine Stimpson acknowledged
that the interdisciplinary promise had proved more difficult than envisioned.
Resistance to moving outside one’s field of expertise was as strong in women’s
studies as in other interdisciplinary fields. Stimpson called for translators able
to “interpret the languages of one discipline to persons in another” (Boxer
1982, 685-87).

In the ensuing years the term “interdisciplinary” appeared in conjunction
with a number of strategies: developing alternative curricular structures and
pedagogies, borrowing disciplinary methodologies, engaging in community
service and political work through activism, and forging a new body of
knowledge through self-defined epistemology. Reflecting a widely shared be-
lief that women’s studies is a prototype of academic organization in the
twenty-first century, the metaphors of a matrix, a network, connection, and
dialogue have been prominent in descriptions of the field (“Women’s Stud-
ies” 1990, 212). In the curriculum, the familiar umbrella structure loosely
relates a variety of practices that are mostly multidisciplinary and interde-
partmental (Boxer 1982, 683). Programs typically mix courses from single
disciplines and courses with a topical approach. Women’s studies journals
typically publish research from both disciplinary and interdisciplinary per-
spectives (DuBois et al. 1987, 1, 4).

Over the past decade a number of collections have weighed the impact of
feminist scholarship on the disciplines, foremost among them A Ferminist Per-
spective in the Academy: The Difference It Makes (1983), Feminist Scholarship:
Kindling in the Groves of Academe (1987), and (En)Gendering Knowledge:
Feminists in Academe (1991). The journal Signs also continues to provide
reports on the latest research emerging from the disciplines. The collabora-
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tive team that wrote Feminist Scholarship found that feminist scholarship si-
multaneously challenges and is shaped by disciplinary inquiry. Patterns of
journal publication from 1966 through 1980 in five disciplines (history, litera-
ture, education, anthropology, and philosophy) revealed uneven influence.
Measuring impact is complicated by the multiple ways feminist scholarship
develops at different sites. The general trend has been toward increasing re-
ceptivity. Distribution, however, varies. The diversity of topics that may be
counted as “on women” complicates measurement. A significant portion of
scholarship appears in interdisciplinary journals devoted to women’s studies.
Special issues echo the problem of fit. They heighten awareness, but they
have an ambiguous status. They raise awareness, but they do not substitute
for sustained consideration in the mainstream. Building distinct subfields and
assigning special rubrics are effective ways of mounting a feminist presence,
but this strategy may ultimately reinforce marginalization (DuBois et al. 1987,
155-202).

The authors of Feminist Scholarship concluded that research frameworks
and standard analytic concepts such as family, class, race, community, social-
ization, social control, and social conflict must be reformulated in order to
take into account relations between men and women and to encompass re-
search on women (DuBois et al. 1987). Sociology is an example. Citation
analysis shows that feminist work has been slow to enter mainstream journals
of the discipline. The journal Signs, edited in part by sociologists, was cited
only a handful of times in a sampling conducted by Craig Calhoun, and in-
terdisciplinary periodicals on women’s and gender studies accounted for an
almost “negligible” part of overall citation patterns. Feminist work in soci-
ology has centered on studies of the social circumstances and problems of
women in a fairly conventional sociological manner. It has not been a sus-
tained occasion for more fundamental reconsideration or reconstruction of
mainstream disciplinary orientation (1992, 163 n. 35).

The early assumption that research on women would coalesce into a single
interdisciplinary field has been limited by the complexities of doing interdis-
ciplinary work and differences of disciplinary location. Analytic concepts
such as gender, oppression, and agency have been powerful unifying themes.
In addition, most of the women interviewed in Aisenberg and Harrington’s
Women of Academe reported preferring “cross-disciplinary” to discipline-
bound inquiry. They have been more likely to study unformulated subjects
at the edges of disciplines rather than sharply defined subjects at their centers
(Hartman 1991, 18, 30). Nevertheless, some boundaries have been more per-
meable than others. Citation data indicate that much of feminist scholarship
retains a strongly disciplinary character. The deepest differences are meth-
odological. Even when focused on the same topic, research results may be
disparate and incommensurable. This tendency underscores another duality
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of interdisciplinary scholarship. An overall commonalty exists, but the work
produced just as often bears the stamp of a particular field (DuBois et al.
1987, 38-39, 198-202).

From their locations within the disciplines feminists have dispersed cen-
tripetally into specializations. Within the shared space of women’s studies,
they have moved centrifugally to “cross-disciplinary” research and teaching
(Hartman and Messer-Davidow 1991, 5). The broader field offers intellectual
community and an institutional site for feminists who are still doing most of
their work within disciplines, further legitimating courses, journals, confer-
ences, research, and projects that use gender as a category of analysis (Ad-
delson and Potter 1991, 271). In developing gender as a category of analysis,
they have used the practices of disciplines to change focus and even the
practices themselves. Feminist scholarship, as a result, is less a single map
than “a portfolio of maps.” In establishing the unreliability of other knowl-
edge maps, scholars and teachers have charted new knowledge territory and
heightened reflexivity on all mapmaking (after Stimpson 1992, 251).

Defining women’s studies by patrolling its borders or specifying its center
is less reliable a descriptive strategy than reading efforts to understand the
relation of disciplinary parts to an interdisciplinary whole, including links
with the feminist movement that fostered a new academic field (DuBois et al.
1987, 196). The whole in question is not a totalizing unity. It is a complex
critical holism anchored by a hybrid category of knowledge—gender. The
term “feminist” has many meanings: political, professional, theoretical, and
practical (Addelson and Potter 1991, 259). Correspondingly, the label “wom-
en’s studies” rarely specifies a single identity. Most people working in the field
also identify with another academic community, as feminist historian, literary
critic, psychologist, or social worker. Naming tends to designate a position in
a program—as women’s studies faculty, student, or director—rather than the
work performed. Women’s studies is a location—institutional, political, and
sometimes physical. The kinds of work done in these locations can be in-
ferred from practice more than name. They span teaching and curriculum,
miscellaneous advocacy, organizing speeches and events, research, publish-
ing, and scholarship. More than anything else women’s studies attempts to
identify and actualize a space shared by two important institutions and estab-
lish a place within each of them. These moves brought feminism into the
academy while adding applied teaching and scholarship to the goals of the
women’s movement. Depending on which home is most salient, definition
shifts (Coyner 1991, 349-51).

Echoing the ambivalence in other interdisciplinary studies, feminists some-
times proclaim that new scholarship has changed the very nature of academic
work. At other times they despair that research on women is ignored and
shunted to the margins of disciplines (DuBois et al. 1987, 158). Feminism,
like Marxism, contains political dimensions that threaten the very founda-
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tions of disciplines. Yet individual disciplines, Ben Agger (1989) found in a
parallel examination of textbooks for introductory sociology courses, flatten
their critical nature and agenda. Descriptions of the field vary according to
perceived containment. By and large, feminist scholarship has not trans-
formed the academy. Assessing the current state of the field, authors of the
report on the field for the Association of American Colleges and Universi-
ties’ study-in-depth project, concluded that women’s studies remains in the
shadow structure. Yet conditions of marginality are at the same time condi-
tions of strength: “By insisting on interdisciplinary flexibility and reflexivity,
by refusing conventional categories and labels, and by asserting obligations
to a self-conscious critique of the politics of knowledge, we resist absorption
into an ‘acceptable’ (and safe) liberal pluralism at the expense of our radical
critique.” The epistemological power of women’s studies depends on its lo-
cation in spaces where conventional intellectual boundaries are blurred
(“Women Studies” 1990, 210-11).

The categories of knowledge at stake in all interdisciplinary studies are
caught in a seized conjunction, in the hedged grammar of “Yes . . . but.”
Gerda Lerner (1979) framed the issue for women’s studies in terms of “con-
tribution history.” The danger is being reduced to a contributing role in a
framework whose analytic categories are not of one’s own making. Carol Ber-
kin (1991) framed the issue in terms of “dangerous courtesies” that plague
women’s history and other disciplines of the humanities. Three of the seven
courtesies plague other interdisciplinary fields as well. The “roll call” adds
women to lists but does not change underlying categories or measures of
achievement. The “intermezzo” includes vignettes, biographical sketches,
or dramatic moments of history but treats them as self-contained, not part of
the central text. “Waiting in the wings” charts progress but still consigns
women to backstage as understudies.

Most of the dangerous courtesies are common to interdisciplinary cate-
gories. They take the generic form of inclusion in texts but exclusion from
interpretation and additive stances that hold interdisciplinary studies in abey-
ance. The newest and final example, cultural studies, is the ultimate testing
ground for a critical interdisciplinarity that moves beyond accommodation
to reconceptualization.

Culture

“Cultural studies” is the umbrella label for a profusion of academic, social,
and political interests that signal wider alternatives across national contexts.
Many practices were already introduced through other interdisciplinary fields
and new approaches to the study of culture in disciplinary domains. The label
is also affiliated with a number of revitalized interests, including neo-Marxism,
social history, ethnomethodology, and textualism. The field’s current mo-
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mentum derives from overlapping structural, pedagogical, and ideological
changes that have occurred in universities since the 1960s (Bathrick 1992,
321). The theory and canon wars of the 1960s and 1970s occurred when most
current practitioners were cutting their intellectual and political teeth. They
emerged into middle age in a time of bad job markets, postcolonial political
movements, the growing influence of mass and popular culture, and a wide-
spread sense of disciplinary “crisis” (Brantlinger 1990, ix).

The “culture” of cultural studies is not a single entity but a cumulative
reformulation of the concept of culture. Three interrelated problems are be-
ing explored: the production of cultural meanings, textual analysis of those
meanings, and the study of lived cultures and experiences (Denzen 1992, 34).
One of the major purposes and effects of these investigations has been to
breach the traditional boundaries separating elite and formal culture from
popular, mass, working-class, everyday culture. A “double articulation of cul-
ture” is occurring. Culture is simultaneously the object of study and the site
of critique and intervention (Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler 1992, 5). Like
other interdisciplinary fields, cultural studies exhibits both generality and
specificity. It is located within disciplines, on their margins, and in the newly
cleared space of interdisciplinary studies (Wolff 1992, 716). Disciplinary
economies register in concrete practices, but those practices also have a re-
lational character borne of shared interests (Nelson, Treichler, and Gross-
berg 1992, 17).

The field is currently experiencing “an unprecedented international boom”
(cited Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg, 1992, 1). Hence there is a prodi-
gious amount of scholarship from which to map a field described as a “loosely
coherent group of tendencies, issues, and questions” that are not congruent
in theory, practice, political orientation, or institutional structure (Brantlin-
ger 1990, ix; J. H. Miller 1992, 13). No one subject metonymically represents
the field. It is defined by complex interrelations of institutional, historical, po-
litical, and intellectual development. Scholarship spans studies of the home
and the workplace, media and technology, popular fiction and pornography,
AIDS and the body, and ethnic, gender, and postcolonial identities. The sug-
gested groupings of a recent anthology of essays, which stemmed from a ma-
jor international conference in 1990, indicate the most prominent subjects
and topics (1992, 18-22).

history of cultural studies rereading history

gender and sexuality pedagogy

nationhood and national identity politics of aesthetics

colonialism and postcolonialism culture and its institutions

race and ethnicity ethnography and cultural studies

popular culture and its audiences the politics of disciplinarity
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discourse and textuality identity politics
science, culture, and the ecosystem  global culture in a postmodern age

Correspondingly, no single method or theory characterizes the diversity of
practices. The most common methods are Marxism, feminism, deconstruc-
tion, psychoanalysis, ethnography, race and gender theory, semiotics, and
textual analysis. Sometimes methods are combined, meshing survey research
with ethnography, information from modern marketing research with more
utopian conceptions of empowered consumers, and textual or ethnographic
analysis with social, political, and cultural commentary. Methods typically
reflect original disciplinary training, amplified by situational borrowings. The
choice of practice depends on the question being asked. The question, in
turn, depends on the context (Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg 1992, 2-3).

Individuals use different labels to identify themselves and their work.
Most self-identified members of the field are working at disciplinary sites and
in the trading zone of cultural studies. In addition to using the label “cultural
studies,” they name themselves historians, literary critics, anthropologists, so-
ciologists, and art historians as well as feminists, African Americanists, and
members of Australian and other national groups. The units that house cul-
tural studies vary from isolated components of curriculum and research to
cross-departmental programs, new departments, and research centers. Names
bespeak commitments. Some use older rubrics of critical theory, history of
consciousness, or multidisciplinary tags such as “Philosophy, Literature, and
Social Theory.” Older programs, such as the older History of Consciousness
Program at the University of Santa Cruz, exist alongside new programs lo-
cated in Pittsburgh, Syracuse, Illinois, and Wisconsin—Milwaukee. The latter
espouse the names “culture,” “cultural,” and “theory” in their titles (Arono-
witz 1991, 139-40; Brantlinger 1990, ix—x).

The word “plural” is both an adjective and a problematic. It is a common
description for the immense variety of subjects, topics, and methods, yet plu-
ralism is also indicted as an inclusive politics comparable to “contribution
history” and the “dangerous courtesies.” The current publishing boom and
the field’s rapid institutionalization, especially in the United States, have
made cultural studies an accelerated microcosm of other interdisciplinary
studies. Because it is a “hot” field at the moment, economic and social capital
have quickly coalesced, though at the lesser economic scale of the humani-
ties. Cultural studies topics enjoy a growing presence in conference pro-
grams, journal pages, and press lists; in courses and in programs; and in dis-
sertations, jobs, and professional organizations. A familiar climbing on the
interdisciplinary bandwagon is also occurring. Echoing the pattern in envi-
ronmental studies, a number of existing units have been renamed “cultural
studies,” “cultural theory,” and variations on the field’s thematics. “Too many
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people,” Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg lament, “simply rename what they
were already doing to take advantage of the cultural studies boom” (1992,
10-11).

Young though it may be, cultural studies is already producing its own ge-
nealogy. Archaeological recovery of once subordinated subjects is under
way, and the history of the movement is being rewritten in light of new dis-
coveries, agendas, and appraisals. History is constructed on several grounds:
a “generational intellectual tendency” (Aronowitz 1991, 139), key institu-
tional movements, pioneer works, the Frankfurt School and the Birmingham
Center, new international developments in contemporary Marxism, a cul-
tural, pragmatic approach to community studies, feminist cultural studies,
deconstruction of cultural texts following Derrida, and critical readings of
postmodern society in the manner of Baudrillard, Lyotard, and Jameson
(Denzen 1992, 74-75). The biographical ground of the British cultural stud-
ies movement figures large in the history of the field.

The attribution is understandable. The seminal texts of the field include
the works of Raymond Williams (Culture and Society in 1958 and The Long
Revolution in 1961), Richard Hoggart (The Uses of Literacy in 1957), and
E. P. Thompson (Making of the English Working Class in 1962). For Hoggart
and Williams, the major site was literary criticism; for Thompson, orthodox
political and economic history; and for all three, Marxism. Their work pro-
pelled a shift in the definition of culture away from narrow disciplinary
practices and an inert sense of period and texts toward a more broadly an-
thropological definition. In the process, “culture” was transformed into a
dynamic, heterogeneous field that encompasses a way of life, social practices
and forms, and historical processes (Brantlinger 1990, 36-37, 64; Fiske
1992). Significantly, Hoggart and Williams were also from working-class
families, and most of the first generation taught in adult education programs
outside the university. They were among the first to gain access to elite insti-
tutions of higher education and to make their heritage part of the concept of
culture that was studied in universities (Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg
1992, 12).

Because of the British tradition, the Center for Contemporary Cultural
Studies at the University of Birmingham is often treated as a point of insti-
tutional origin. Stuart Hall, director of the Center from 1969 to 1979, called
the Center “the locus to which we retreated.” Founded by Hoggart in 1964
and developed out of the Sociology Department, Birmingham was the place
where the name “cultural studies” was adopted, constructed, and formalized
for a set of projects. Birmingham was a place, an event, a strategy, and a
prototype for collaborative, contextual cultural analysis (Nelson, Treichler,
and Grossberg 1992, 9). Hall expressed discomfort at the way the Center’s
work has become entrenched in a “grand narrative” that appears more linear
than it actually was (1992, 277). The Center’s history was, more accurately, a
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series of negotiations and ruptures. Inspired by Hoggart’s work, researchers
created a physical site and an intellectual context for analysis of the forms,
practices, and institutions of contemporary culture and society.

The initial production of knowledge retained literary inclinations. That
tendency changed as concrete historical modes of work emerged alongside
ethnography and a series of interventions. As researchers began grappling
with material, social, and historical conditions, a break into a Marxism oc-
curred. This move restored to the debate about culture a set of theorizations
around the problem of ideology. Two subsequent interruptions, around femi-
nism and questions of race, further reorganized the field by opening the ques-
tion of the personal as political. In later years cultural studies at Birmingham
ceased being “a dependent intellectual colony.” It became a collaborative set
of projects with its own direction, object of study, set of themes and issues,
and distinctive problematic. In the course of these developments, the mean-
ing of “culture” shifted from older discipline-specific notions of text and
artifact into a broader anthropological definition centered on cultural prac-
tices, then into a more historical definition that questioned anthropological
meaning and interrogated its presumed universality through concepts of so-
cial formation, cultural power, domination and regulation, resistance and
struggle (Hall 1979, 1992).

In terms of work patterns, the Center was a microcosm of interdisciplinary
fields. In day-to-day activities, Hall recalled, different methodological em-
phases emerged. Some projects relied on ethnographic fieldwork and inter-
viewing, some on analysis of texts and discursive practices, some on historical
methods of research on archival, documentary, and other sources. Methods
were not kept separate, however; they were combined and recombined across
projects. A certain “regionalism” thus emerged, each region maintaining in-
tellectual responsibility for its particular area. At the same time each was
open to other projects, thereby developing cultural studies as a whole. One
of the central, strategic tasks was collectively combining regional and general
emphases. Even with collaboration, the result was not a homogeneous body
of work. The knowledge produced was characterized by disagreements, di-
vergencies, and outright conflicts (Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg 1992,
10). Projects and fields, Hall adds, are discursive formations in Foucault’s
sense. They have no simple origins. They comprise multiple discourses with
different histories, trajectories, methodologies, and theoretical positions. The
Center was a site where new disciplinary combinations were applied, criti-
cized, and remodeled. New interventions reflect events outside a discipline,
but they also have effects within it. They work to reorganize a set of problems
or field of inquiry and to reconstitute existing knowledge under the sign of
new questions.

Classifying the many turns, breaks, and movements is not easy. Initially,
Hall reflected, they were defined as “sociological” in a loose sense. The break
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into a complex Marxism fostered new kinds of questions about the politics
of culture. Some part of the subject matter of sociology fell within their
scope. However, because they could not conceptualize relationships within
the dominant structural-functionalist paradigm, researchers began appropri-
ating sociology from within. At the same time they were becoming familiar
with other traditions that attempted to deal with social action and institutions
as objectivated structures of meaning. As concrete historical work developed,
the dichotomy of literature versus sociology dissolved into a new emphasis
on lived practices, belief systems, and institutions. Both sociologists and hu-
manists reacted. The sociology being used was not “‘proper’ sociology” in
the sense of Parsonian theorizing or structural-functionalist methodology.
Traditional humanists, for their part, reasserted the definition of “culture”
inscribed in canon and the values of liberal scholarship.

The break into a complex Marxism was made possible, but not necessarily
easier, by changes within mainstream sociology. These developments in-
cluded a phenomenological reprise associated with Berger and Luckmann’s
social construction of reality and ethnomethodology’s focus on language and
conversational analysis as a kind of paradigm for social action. The rehabili-
tation of social interactionism was indicated by interests in narrative, textual-
ity, and communication and use of qualitative methodology. It was further
evident in new studies of youth culture, the cultures of school and work, and
women’s work and experience. The ethnographic tradition linked cultural
studies at Birmingham with at least two other related developments: descrip-
tive emphases of some kinds of social anthropology and the “history from
below” promoted by new social history (Denzen 1992).

Knowledge cartography is cultural as well as epistemological. After the
closing of the Birmingham Center, cultural studies in the United Kingdom
continued in other forms, including the curriculum of the Open University;
journals such as New Formations, Cultural Studies, and Screen; and the work
of the Center’s former members. In the United States, cultural studies expe-
rienced a parallel founding during the 1950s, but the field was more rapidly
institutionalized (Hall 1992, 285-86). In both countries cultural studies was
shaped by debates over mass culture and the mass media’s place in contem-
porary cultural life (Denzen 1992, 75). In Britain the question of ideology
emerged sooner and more sharply than in the United States, where Marxism
has a different status in the larger social and political culture. The concept of
“popular” also occupies a different place within the dominant culture of the
United States. In addition, discussions of countercultural movements in the
1960s tended to be identified with middle-class, mostly white, male college
students, in contrast to an orientation toward working-class subcultures at
the Birmingham Center. In the United States, the more developed institu-
tional site for study of the working class was labor history (Brantlinger 1990,
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117, 119). Opposition to traditional practices of American studies has been
another major site.

In Australia cultural studies had to find space within existing disciplinary
boundaries. This meant working within a strong tradition of left-conservative
history, within critical and nationalist movements in literary studies, and new
interests in film and media studies that were reinforced by revival of the Aus-
tralian film industry. It also meant seeking a home within the eclectic field of
Australian studies. The tendency in Australian cultural studies has been to
concentrate on local texts, institutions, and constitutive discourses. Major
theoretical categories and protocols have been derived from Europe, espe-
cially Britain. Emphasis on national identity, though, has meant that Austra-
lian cultural studies was compartmentalized in the past from feminist criti-
cism and its intersection with a range of debates surrounding Aboriginal and
Pacific studies and multicultural issues (Turner 1992, 640, 643, 653; Morris
1992, 651, 653).

New knowledge claims lead to disputes over territory. Cultural studies is
a sheltering space, a catalyst, a subfield, an alternative practice, a network of
overlapping projects and comparative theory, and a general problematizing
force. Scholars in departments of English, sociology, communication, and
anthropology have historically studied the same topics now being claimed as
the province of cultural studies. Their control over the domains of mass com-
munications, social problems, the family, and cultural texts is increasingly
challenged. At the same time new areas—the popular film, popular music,
pornography, and pulp literature—are appearing at different sites across dis-
ciplinary and institutional terrain (Denzen 1992, 75). A “terminological mu-
tant” (Bathrick 1992, 321), the label cultural studies, as Hall put it, is an
“uneasy marker” for a diverse and contentious set of competing but related
discourses that legitimate new moves through the hybrid category of culture.

A critical interdisciplinarity conceived in opposition to both disciplinarity
and past interdisciplinary practices is counterdisciplinary in stance, usually
multidisciplinary in form, sometimes collaborative in its work patterns, and
transdisciplinary in its creation of a broadly shared category of culture. The
rhetoric of interdisciplinarity is both old and new. The familiar call to “prod”
the disciplines becomes a strategy of transgression that faults disciplines for
their “blindness’ (Brantlinger 1990, 11, 148). Interdisciplinary keywords are
entwined with keywords of disciplinary redescription—‘“negotiation,” “in-
tervention,” and “transgression.” Epithets of restructuring signify an inter-
disciplinarity that irritates and disturbs, disrupts and destabilizes. “Brico-
lage,” the ultimate postmodern cross-court word, is not just a trendy way of
stating an old idea. Loosely translated as “odds and ends” (Schor 1992, 272),
bricolage signifies the character of critical interdisciplinarities. The older in-
terdisciplinary move from part to whole becomes a recursive movement
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from part to whole and back again as new interests arise and rearticulations
are made.

In the United States, three areas have provided direction for developing a
programmatic understanding of what cultural studies might mean within the
framework of existing disciplines: critique of ethnocentrism of scholarship
and curriculum within ethnic studies, African American, Third World, and
Latin American programs; critique of essentialism and universalism in femi-
nism; and questioning of separations of culture, race, and gender in popular
and mass culture (Bathrick 1992, 328-29).

The label “cultural studies” will continue to have a characteristic “elas-
ticity.” It is not so much a specific discipline or theoretical and political tra-
dition as a “gravitational field” in which a number of traditions and forces
are finding a “provisional rendez-vous” (Bennett 1992, 33). It is “a sort of
magnet” that gathers coalescing practices into a problematic, perhaps even
impossible synthesis. The holism of culture emerging in new work is not uni-
fied in a totalizing sense but #nifying in the sense of shared values and objec-
tives across multiple sites. Whether the effort can be integrative without sac-
rificing reflexivity and critique will depend on sustained dialogue across
multiple sites. In constituting a new cultural criticism, cultural studies is also
forging new patterns of intellectual work and a new cultural politics that
bridges academic and public spheres. It strives to overcome the continuing
fragmentation of knowledge within both the disciplinary structure of the uni-
versity and the larger society the academic structure mirrors (Brantlinger
1990, 10, 16). By challenging all systems and structures, it aims to be a “per-
manent border action,” working within while seeking to dissolve the institu-
tional and discursive formations that were necessary to its emergence in the
first place (Bathrick 1992, 322).

Using a label is easy. Grappling with the methodological difficulties of
actually doing interdisciplinary work is more difficult. In cultural studies, the
task is only beginning. Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg distinguish “brief
intellectual excursions into other domains” —culling good quotations, citing
theoretical works and positions from outside, and encapsulating requisite
background material —from projects and positions grounded in questions of
what and how much must be learned from other fields in order to contex-
tualize the object of study in any given project (1992, 15 n. 2). A genuinely
integrative contextualizing will require moving beyond the more relational
interdisciplinarity of “literature and . . . ,” “sociology and . . . ,” “anthropol-
ogyand...,” “history and . ..” to a more constitutive relationship.

In art history, for instance, the society being studied must be configured
as more than a painted background or a tableau of social groups. Current
practices, Janet Wolff (1992) reports, exhibit both an excess of textuality, in
literary and art studies, and an inhibition with regard to texts, in sociology.
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The sociology brought to bear on texts is often shallow and mechanistic,
effecting a crude determinism embodied in the metaphor of “reflection,” the
“influence” of social process (ideas, events, institutions) on art, and the ways
art is “used” in social process. Sociology’s continuing inclination toward posi-
tivism and its resistance to new developments in theory often preclude dis-
cussion of actual paintings. As a result, the relation between representation,
ideology, and social process is obscured by a naively realist view of cultural
institutions and products. The claim to interdisciplinarity is often made on
the ground of intertextuality. A mutually constitutive relationship, however,
requires integrating textual analysis with sociological investigation of institu-
tions of cultural production as well as the social and political processes and
relations in which production occurs.

Patrick Brantlinger calls the tracks that cultural studies is making in the
disciplines “multiplying footprints in the sand” (1990, 11). The much-
heralded transformation into a postdisciplinary academy has not occurred.
Some structural transformation is occurring in institutions where new units
are possible. The University of Birmingham has a newly constituted Depart-
ment of Cultural Studies, led by a sociologist. Even in a time of tightening
budgets, new curricula, projects, networks, and journals are appearing across
the United States and the United Kingdom. Many activities, though, remain
in the shadow structure. Holding an endowed chair at an elite research uni-
versity or working in an autonomous unit is a rarer circumstance than strug-
gling for minimal space in the curriculum of a state university or community
college and having work discounted in the tenure and promotion process.
The bold new frontier at one institution is a rebel camp or an isolated plea at
another. Claims about the field need to be cognizant of both institutional
realities.

Unease about institutionalization is understandably a recurring concern.
In cultural studies, it often has the force of polemic. Claiming that margin-
ality and critique cannot be institutionalized, though, underestimates the dif-
ficulty of creating new departments. It also sidesteps the issue of critical mass.
The question of becoming a department, Wolff submits, is less important
than the best strategy for institutional survival. Setting up centers and de-
partments is not in and of itself counterproductive if the critical spirit is
protected and cultural studies is not ghettoized. Even when attained, depart-
mental status does not end the struggle for legitimacy. Control over hiring,
tenure, promotion, and the curriculum may exist only at a lower level of in-
stitutional hierarchy (1992, 713 —14). The fatal compromise of institutional-
ization that Giroux, Shumway, and Sosnoski (1984) warned about is real. Yet
to claim, as is often done in cultural studies, that the authority of disciplines
is gone and boundaries have dissolved is naive, even dangerous. The com-
parative history of interdisciplinary studies makes it emphatically clear that
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the only constancy in the knowledge system is boundary work. Advancing
interdisciplinary claims depends on sustained dialogue on the kinds of inter-
disciplinarity that are practiced, core boundary concepts, critical mass and
integrative process, and the double movement of general connection and dis-
ciplinary specificity.



CHAPTER 5
Interdisciplinary Genealogy
in Literary Studies

It is not criticism but psychology when we treat poems or novels as case
books and attempt to discover in them not the art but the personality

of their authors. It is not criticism but history or sociology when we

read imaginative writings for what they may tell us about the manners or
thought or “spirit” of the age which produced them. It is not criticism but
ethical culture when we use them primarily as means of enlarging and en-
riching our experience of life or of inculcating moral ideas. It is not criti-
cism but autobiography when we content ourselves with stating our per-
sonal preferences with regard to them.

John Crowe Ransom, “Criticism, Inc.,” 1938

If you are anything like me, you may feel yourself unsure of what, as a critic
these days, you ought to be talking about—whether literature qua litera-
ture, literature as rhetoric, literature as politics or as history, whether about
the persistence of romanticism or the waxing of postmodernism, the de-
cline of Yale or the rise of Duke.

Jerome Christensen, “From Rhetoric to Corporate Populism,” 1990

From Philology to the New Critical Embrace

he current heightened rhetoric of boundary crossing in literary studies

provides an occasion for interdisciplinary genealogy in a synoptic dis-
cipline. Interdisciplinarity is neither singular nor static. Over the course of
the twentieth century, multiple interdisciplinarities have emerged from the
interplay of mainstream and alternative practices. These developments are
allied with changes in the enabling conditions of literary study, the relational
balance of “text” and “context,” and the ways the keywords “general,” “his-
torical,” “critical,” “political” and “cultural” have demarcated the bounda-
ries of the discipline. The traces of this history appear in patterns of practices
and their representation in a series of handbooks and guides published by
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the leading professional organization of the discipline, the Modern Language
Association.

The Disciplining of Literature

The concept of “literature” in the sense of imaginative writing emerged dur-
ing the late eighteenth century. Previously the term had encompassed a broad
range of meanings, from the older notion of polite letters and poetry to any-
thing written, though especially serious writing (Kernan 1990, 13). Literature
has been a vehicle for education since ancient times. It was considered part
of the cultural heritage of a people, a humanistic repository that did not merit
separate study or require special method. The study of literature was ancillary
to study of other subjects: Greek and Latin languages; rhetoric, oratory, and
forensics; theology and Renaissance humanism (Graff 1987, 19; Gunn 1992a,
240). As an academic subject, literature first appeared in the English acade-
mies of the late seventeenth century. As a university subject, it appeared in
Scottish universities during the middle of the eighteenth century, though de-
partments of vernacular languages were not formed until the final quarter of
the nineteenth century (Graff 1987, 1).

In the United States the discipline had a threefold origin: as an outgrowth
of training students in composition, oratory, and forensic rhetoric; as the
study of vernacular literature in the tradition of scientific philology; and as a
development of humanism, especially the version of humanism associated
with Matthew Arnold (Miller 1991, 119-20). The contradictions of these
origins are still apparent in the multiple practices housed within English
departments.

From approximately 1860 to 1915, philology and literary history played
dominant roles in the disciplining of literary studies. Philology, traditionally,
was a discipline of wide scope, an Altertumwissenschaft that encompassed
language and literature (Culler 1982, 5). It aspired to a total view of civiliza-
tion, with a command of its languages and a method capable of integrating
the humane disciplines. This broad, humanistic generality conflicted with the
narrow, positive science (Graff 1987, 67-69) that developed in newly form-
ing English departments. Based in its main forms on biblical scholarship and
classical philology, the new version promised rigor for the profession of lan-
guage teaching.

New procedures and rationale for studying vernacular literature embod-
ied the principle of universal accounting, manifested in tasks of editing, an-
notating, collating, and establishing texts; compiling bibliographies, dic-
tionaries, and concordances; conducting source studies and etymological
research; discovering and verifying historical and linguistic facts; and writ-
ing biographies and literary and intellectual history (Miller 1991, 120-23).
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Between 1925 and 1930, literary history gained prominence over linguis-
tic philology. This development heightened emphasis on biography and lit-
erary types, the social backgrounds of literary periods, establishing texts
and bibliography, lexicography and sanctioned methods of historical inquiry
(Leitch 1988, 62).

Fortified by philological research and literary history, literary studies quali-
fied for departmental status in the research university. Its legitimacy was
enhanced by growing numbers of graduate students, substantially improved
library collections, and the equating of “department” with disciplinary spe-
cialization and administrative authority. Harvard was the first place where
one of the major results was institutionalized: the split between literary schol-
arship and teaching English composition. This split has remained typical of
English departments in the United States (Graff 1987, 56, 67). Powerful
though they were, philologists’ right to define the terms of professionalism
did not go undisputed. Competing conceptions of literary study were based
in traditions of rhetorical analysis; popular, nonacademic criticism; oratory;
a reaction against narrower Germanic methods that opened up curricular
space for literary history as literature, not philological pedantry; and the ideal
of general culture.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the ideal of gen-
eral culture was upheld in departments of English and modern languages by
a dissenting tradition of generalists (Applebee 1974, 28; Graff 1987, 55-56,
67, 101-2). The rise of literature as a professionalized subject occurred
alongside the erosion of the idea of a communal literary culture and the close
connection of literature with genteel models of liberal and general culture.
Literature’s affiliation with the “culture camp” of the humanities perpetuated
the Renaissance ideal of a litterae humaniores. The culture camp consisted
of classicists, some philosophical idealists, and individuals from English lit-
erature and history of art. They resisted specialization and scientific imagery
by emphasizing knowledge as cultural process, not scientific product (Scott
1984, 50). Their conception of the humanities was rooted in older dogmas of
spiritual idealism and culture, not technical procedures. The culture camp
was in one sense a rearguard action (Graff 1987, 55-56). Disciplining was
already altering the identity of the humanities. Older and more unified fields
of inquiry were decomposing under the centrifugal forces of differentiation.
This development hastened the decentralization and fragmentation of edu-
cation where traces of traditional synthesis survived, foreshortening unifying
hypotheses and eroding the older unitary principles of the university (Stone
1969, 15; Kluver and Schmidt 1990, 305).

The tradition of generalist culture had a further presence in the new gen-
eral education programs that emerged in the early twentieth century in re-
sponse to the proliferation of specialization and vocationalism (Boyer 1981,
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4). Many of these programs reinscribed the broader, predisciplinary notion
of literature. The collective ideals of a culture were presumed to lie in texts
that included both literary and nonliterary classics. The most influential mod-
els of the time had a strong literary orientation: in Meiklejohn’s belief that
books form the basis of intelligence, in Eliot’s five-foot shelf of classics, and
in Erskine and Hutchins’s great books curriculum at the University of Chi-
cago. Their legacy remains strong in the undergraduate curriculum of the
United States, from the great books curriculum of St. John’s College to gen-
eral education programs based on great texts and important ideas.

Both generalists and the new literary scholars experienced tensions be-
tween the older synoptic claims of humanism and the new disciplinary claims
of professionalism. Professional research was theoretically a vehicle for gen-
eral humanistic culture, but few individuals and departments successfully in-
tegrated the two. Philologists experienced tension between expectations that
they act as specialists and that they also fulfill responsibilities for general edu-
cation that lie outside the purview of professional training. Ironically, the
form of humanistic scholarship now considered traditional was regarded by
traditionalists of an earlier era as an unwanted innovation. Opposing mem-
bers of English departments faulted new research procedures much the same
way later traditionalists indicted the orthodoxy of New Criticism and today’s
traditionalists attack literary theory—for elevating esoteric, technocratic jar-
gon over ethical, humanistic values and for turning literature into an elitist
pastime for specialists and the quantifiable production of knowledge (Graff
1987,3-4,79, 81-82, 173).

Transmitting humanism remained a stated goal of English departments,
but the professional capital of discipline was moving in an opposite direction.
The heightening of philology and literary history marginalized the generalist,
relocating general knowledge outside the discipline proper. Increasingly, the
idea of academic seriousness also excluded reflection on the relations of one
field to another and critical analysis of the historical process by which indi-
vidual disciplines established boundaries. The historical dimension became
extrinsic to the business of literary scholarship, and history was just one more
discipline (Weber 1987, 32). Literary texts tended to be abstracted from his-
tory, bypassing the problem of historical and cultural change while keeping
the disciplines of sociology and history at a distance (Graff 1987, 136). When
Irving Babbitt and Paul Elmer promoted new humanism in the 1920s, one of
their objectives in invoking the universal truths embodied in literature was to
guard against intrusions of historical scholarship into the literary domain
(Wilson 1988, 723).

The dominance of philology, literary history, and later the movement
known as “criticism” has fostered a tendency to depict the first half of the
twentieth century as a time when extrinsic approaches were held in check.
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Yet, Gerald Graff contends, “The direction of postwar academic literary
studies was interdisciplinary as much as it was intrinsic” (1987, 121, 209).
Although not organized, the activities were numerous. At the time, the con-
cept of interdisciplinarity had a double life. Synoptic identity implied an in-
herent “centrifugal heterogeneity” of multiple elements (Bate 1982, 50; Ber-
gonzi 1990, 26) that has remained a persistent strain of disciplinary identity.
In 1950 Leslie Fiedler proclaimed that “literary criticism is always becoming
‘something else,” for the simple reason that literature is always ‘something
else.’” In 1992, at a very different time in the history of the discipline, Jona-
than Culler declared that the “very comprehensiveness of literature draws
theoretical discourses from other fields into theory.”

Synoptic identity, William Paulson proposes, posits a view that literary
studies is less a discipline than a residue of the broad, prescientific, and pre-
disciplinary form of knowledge associated with the idea of “literature” in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Modern theoretical efforts have fos-
tered narrower disciplinary formations by privileging particular levels of phe-
nomena and by establishing particular methodological principles for investi-
gating them. Each effort attempts to promote disciplinary rigor. In contrast,
literature conceived in terms of an “interdisciplinarity from within” recog-
nizes multiple levels of phenomena. The literary text cannot be described at
a single level, whether it is linguistic phenomena, rhetorical figures, global
structures of poetic or narrative form, psychological or ideological categories.
The reductionism of accounting for the whole in terms of a single set, part of
a set, or a single procedure for organizing parts will always be incomplete.
Paulson’s metaphor of “noise” reappears. The goal is not to produce grand
synthesis but to disturb, to enrich, even perhaps to displace by injecting in-
formation that is sufficiently foreign to function initially as noise. From inter-
ference arise new forms of explanation and new articulations between levels
of phenomena (1988, 8—29; 1991, 46—-49).

Over the next several decades, interdisciplinary interference would be-
come more noticeable than the older synoptic tradition. In 1948 Stanley Ed-
gar Hyman described modern criticism as “the organized use of non-literary
techniques and bodies of knowledge to obtain insights into literature” (1955,
3). Hyman’s model critics borrowed from linguistics and psychology (I. A.
Richards), anthropology (Maud Bodkin), sociology and rhetoric (Kenneth
Burke), Marxism (Christopher Caudwell), and linguistics and psychology
(I. A. Richards and William Empson) (Graff 1987, 210). In Europe interdis-
ciplinary research was promoted as the model for a regenerated study of lit-
erature opposed to strict formalism and open to historical awareness. By the
mid-1950s similar voices were heard in the United States in the name of
“multiple interpretation,” “multiple parallelism,” and “multiple causation.”
Some prominent scholars attempted to counteract narrow interpretations of
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individual works by combining several methods. One of the most influential,
Kenneth Burke, sought to integrate sociological, psychoanalytical, and lin-
guistic explanations (Hermand and Beck 1968, 150).

By the late 1940s, interdisciplinary trends were sufficiently strong that the
counteraction was under way.

The New Critical Integration

As early as the 1890s, polemics on behalf of criticism began appearing in the
professional literature. By the mid-1930s a two-pronged campaign became
visible in the United States. One strain leaned toward aesthetic formalism,
the other toward a humanist moralism that concentrated on the qualities lit-
erature shared with philosophy, ethics, and general ideas (Graff 1987, 121-
22, 126-28, 145). These differences became opposing strains in the work of
two groups of scholars who attempted to install criticism as the prevailing
form of academic professionalism (Bergonzi 1990, 70). Their agendas dif-
fered. The New Critics emphasized close reading of poems treated as organi-
cally unified objects. The “Chicago critics” emphasized theory. Despite their
differences, both groups believed disciplinary integrity was threatened.

R. S. Crane, founder of the Chicago critics, warned against treating litera-
ture as psychology, history, sociology, ethics, or autobiography. New Critic
Allen Tate chided literary critics for being “obsessed by politics.” He faulted
the historical approach for undermining the unique nature of literature. Fel-
low New Critic John Crowe Ransom charged that the English department
might as well proclaim itself a branch of the history department and, occa-
sionally, ethics (Graff 1987, 147-49). The shoring up of disciplinary integrity
through intrinsic criticism posted strong taboos against going outside the lit-
erary text for clues to interpretation (Patterson 1992, 185). By embracing the
idea of timeless universality that Aristotle attributed to literature, New Criti-
cism rejected historical knowledge. The stance was not strictly academic.
Criticism emerged at a time of tremendous change, and formalist protocols
offered a bulwark against threats to an older order. In insisting on the special
status of poetry, advocates of criticism also legitimized professionalization
and authority through special vocabulary and methods (Tompkins 1980,
223). Theoretically the universal qualities inherent in works of literature were
accessible to everyone, and this premise justified making literature a required
course for every student. The claim for universality, however, was made on
the grounds of disciplinary autonomy.

The difference between the New Criticism and the “new history” of the
time is instructive. At another site in the academy, James Harvey Robinson
promoted a new history aimed at combating fragmentation of knowledge by
constructing a new synthesis. Robinson exhorted historians to shift their gaze
toward the social sciences. New history’s account of the past was intended to
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include economic, psychological, social, and political life. The New Critics,
in contrast, excluded other disciplines (Thomas 1991, 89-90, 93, 96, 153 —
54). The disciplinary specificity of literary language protected against en-
croachment by the social sciences, which are intellectual rivals for the study
of human culture and behavior (Wilson 1988, 712.)

The logic of intrinsic criticism is conspicuous throughout the first full-
length study of disciplinary relations published by the Modern Language As-
sociation (MLA), the 1967 Relations of Literary Study (Thorpe). The timing
of the volume is significant. By 1967 the influence of New Criticism was wan-
ing, a trend signaled by repeated skepticism about its extremes. In introduc-
ing the volume, editor James Thorpe heralds a series of new vantage points
that promise a more “stereoscopic view.” Yet in announcing that the ultimate
purpose of scholarship is a deeper, more complex, “truer” understanding of
literature, Thorpe signals the intrinsic thrust of the volume. The governing
metaphor of relations is kinship. History is “everybody’s sister.” As “the an-
cilla of her more artistic sisters,” Rosalie Cole explains, Clio is a pluralistic
muse who offers differing kinds of “assistance.” Intellectual history and his-
tory of ideas, though, are privileged over other approaches. Low art, the fo-
cus of so much attention these days, is excluded in favor of the high art of a
cultural elite.

Sociology is one of literature’s “first cousins,” though some relatives are
favored over others. The major forms for literary purposes are sociology of
literature and literary uses of sociological knowledge. At the time, sociologi-
cal investigations of literature were more advanced in Europe. Marxist expla-
nation had a different status in the United States, and work in sociology of
literature was scarce. “Tentative communication” was occurring in studies of
modern mass culture and media. But, Leo Lowenthal reports, sociologists
tended to use “bits and pieces” of literary work without much concern for
interpretation. The potential of Raymond Williams’s work, which stimulated
the later movement into cultural studies, is acknowledged. Some bridge
building was also occurring in conceptualization of literature as a manifesta-
tion of social history. The promised “rapprochement” of social sciences and
humanities, however, was still more promise than reality.

One after another, the seven “extraliterary” disciplines are brought 7nto
literature as tools to be exploited. Social history is treated as “somehow part
of all literature, and all literature is part of it.” In accounting for literature
and religion, J. Hillis Miller warns about the danger of a self-enclosed inte-
gration that cuts poetry off from “its mesh of defining circumstances.” Stud-
ies of literature’s contexts ran the risk of moving so far beyond the poem that
it becomes something else. The goal of literary study remains elucidation of
intrinsic meanings of poems, plays, and novels that “show themselves forth
as they are.” The psychoanalytic critics that Frederick Crews applauds have
absorbed Freudianism “into their literary sense.” Leon Edel depicts the sister
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discipline of biography as a “department of literature.” It is not extrinsic but
“integral” and “intrinsic.”

The major interdisciplinary event of the era, in many minds, was Northrop
Frye’s system of archetypal criticism. Frye’s theory blurred disciplinary dis-
tinctions by conceiving of a mythopoeic structure that extended into litera-
ture, religion, philosophy, political theory, and many aspects of history. Myth
criticism utilized substantive categories of interpretation from psychology
and anthropology. The approach was widely influential, because it served
both pioneering and traditional critics. It accommodated allegorical and
genealogical modes of inquiry as well as sociological, religious, historical,
and formalist approaches. It also proved compatible with the developing
interdisciplinary fields of American studies and comparative literature. Ulti-
mately, though, myth criticism was more profoundly disciplinary than inter-
disciplinary. In declaring the study of myth an essential activity, Frye shifted
the work of civilization to the inside of literature. Literature properly under-
stood, Frye explained in the 1967 Relations, was myth. Ten years earlier, in
the Anatomy of Criticism, he had cautioned against using theoretical frame-
works and categories from other disciplines, lest literary works be reduced
to manifestations of the nonliterary. Myth, properly understood, was “not
the study of literature in terms of something else” (Leitch 1988, 124-42;
Davis 1978, 66).

In the end, the interdisciplinarity of the 1967 Relations is an intrinsic in-
tegration. Oscar Kenshur (1991) calls the book a “selective New Critical em-
brace of other disciplines” that dissolves their otherness. One of the Chicago
critics, Richard McKeon, recalled the way rhetorical, dialectical, and gram-
matical criticism were restated in terms of art objects. The formalist critic
could talk about the poet, the audience, and the cosmos by reconceiving ex-
trinsic concerns in terms of a poetic text. Intrinsic criticism played a pivotal
role in both disciplinary and interdisciplinary history, defining and legitimat-
ing the allowable terms of extraliterary influence. Moral and social signifi-
cance were not purged: they were made a function of the formal properties
of the text “itself.”

The dominance of intrinsic criticism did not eliminate other approaches.
Intrinsic criticism was just that—dominant. New Criticism never established
complete hegemony in the profession (Greenblatt and Gunn 1992a, 8). Nev-
ertheless, while intrinsic approaches held sway, interdisciplinary approaches
were in “a state of noticeable arrest” or, where not completely arrested, were
“seriously eclipsed” by formalistic, intrinsic methodologies (Gunn 1992a,
252). From the late nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth, they
remained confined to the shadow structure of scattered practices, isolated
subspecialties, and alternative approaches. Many younger critics with gener-
alist inclinations moved toward literary journalism, making a living through
book reviewing, translating, and occasional editorial work. Others adapted
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generalist interests to the methodological mold of New Criticism. Others yet
dissociated themselves from generalists’ moral and social interests (Graff
1987, 147).

One group in particular, known as the New York intellectuals, conceived
of literature as a cultural phenomenon open to other critical approaches.
Marxist and sociological analysis fueled an expanding cultural criticism. In
the United States, though, continuing bias against Marxist explanation im-
peded fuller development of sociopolitical analysis (Leitch 1988, 8687,
131). In the 1930s Marxist cultural and literary criticism arose in response to
and as part of a mass working-class movement. In the 1950s, it continued to
exhibit disinclination toward aesthetic questions. Not until a new upsurge of
radicalism in the 1960s did the status of Marxist criticism change signifi-
cantly, bolstered by growing methodological sophistication, success in theo-
retical and cultural studies, and the emergence of an American Marxist intel-
ligentsia that crossed generational and national lines (Cohen 1992, 330-33).
At midcentury, however, Marxism and other interdisciplinary approaches
were still subject to charges of dilettantism, superficiality, and—the most dis-
abling charge of all—lack of professionalism.

Loose Interdisciplinarity and Liminal Criticism

From the late 1960s through the early 1980s the most prominent interdisci-
plinary influences were hermeneutics, phenomenology, structuralism, semi-
otics, and social history. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, feminism, the
language-based psychoanalysis of Lacan, and semiotics opened new lines of
investigation. Deeper into the 1980s a set of practices grouped, however in-
exactly, under the umbrella label “poststructuralism” gained wider attention.
In addition to the expanding influence of feminism and Lacanian analysis,
they included the movements known as theory and deconstruction, new
kinds of Marxist criticism that emerged out of the New Left, new historicist
and Foucauldian scholarship, and postcolonial critique. New ways of reading
also extended beyond New Critical explication de texte to a variety of critical,
rhetorical, and sociological approaches (Miller 1991, 129-30).

Structuralism and Theory

In the early part of the period, structuralism was the most prominent inter-
disciplinarity. Structuralism overrode existing disciplinary categories by pos-
iting the idea of an underlying system of forms whose relations were articu-
lated in terms of synchronic description. Its methodological patterns derived
from disciplines, such as linguistics and anthropology, where the poetic text
was treated as part of a common domain of discourse. The reformulation
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of the older disciplinary concept of “text,” defined as a problem of the first
kind, into the boundary concept of “textuality,” defined as a problem of
the second kind, was a clear challenge to the autonomy of New Criticism
(Harth 1981, 8). Structuralism was not without its own exclusions. The syn-
chronic studies of Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss disregarded biography, literary
and cultural history, and readers’ responses to texts. As a result, structuralism
tended to remain separate from contexts of production and reception that
fueled different interdisciplinary practices focused on readers’ responses to
texts (Leitch 1988, 345).

Structuralism operated as a “loose interdisciplinarity,” a phrase Jonathan
Culler used to describe the chameleonlike shapes of theory. The loose inter-
disciplinarity of both structuralism and theory indicates the modern terms of
the “general.” The approach to language in structuralism, and even in post-
structuralism, was intended in a sense to generate a unified field theory by
subsuming research in a variety of fields into general theory. Consequently
both have been likened to physicists’ efforts to encompass the phenomena of
small-particle physics and cosmological physics into a unified field theory
capable of integrating quantum physics with theories of astrophysics (Ber-
man 1988, 291). A general theory never emerged, but structuralism did ex-
pand into a more global discipline with commitments to linguistic modeling
and sign theory.

During the 1970s various American art historians, historiographers, mu-
sicologists, philosophers, theologians, and other specialists began exploring
possible applications of structuralist and semiotic methods and models. Se-
miotics focuses on the use of signs and their interrelationships. In the United
States, literary structuralism and semiotics moved through four phases: dur-
ing the 1960s, linguistic and stylistic analysis of a formalist/poststructuralist
kind; during the early 1970s, French structuralism; during the late 1970s, a
looser broadening of boundaries as structuralism moved into semiotics; dur-
ing the early 1980s, a softening of scientific claims and increased method-
ological skepticism as structuralism encountered the full challenge of post-
structuralism (Leitch 1988, 260—-63).

“Theory” is the common label for a variety of frameworks stimulated by
new approaches from Europe. The loose interdisciplinarity of theory encom-
passed methods and approaches from anthropology, art history, gender stud-
ies, linguistics, philosophy, political theory, psychoanalysis, social and intel-
lectual history, and sociology (Culler 1992, 203-5). As the importation of
approaches from Europe began, many saw theory as the best hope for revi-
talizing the exhausted methods of New Criticism. The American critics, his-
torians, and theorists who responded earliest and most eagerly to new devel-
opments were primarily in departments of English, modern languages, and
comparative literature (Buttigieg 1987a, 18). Even when later accommo-
dated in the mainstream, the new “liminal” criticism proved more compelling
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in some parts of the university than in others. It attained greater influence in
literary criticism, Continental philosophy, interpretive social theory, and in-
tellectual history than in literary history, analytic philosophy, positivistic so-
cial science, and conventional historiography (LaCapra 1987, 236).

Despite uneven influence, theory moved beyond the vanguard toward the
core of literary research. It became institutionalized in three ways: the prolif-
eration of courses, programs, textbooks, dissertation topics, and changes in
degree requirements; a growing presence in mainstream conferences, jour-
nals, and press lists; and formation of new interdisciplinary centers, insti-
tutes, and flagship departments. Its primary development occurred in new
specialized journals (such as Diacritics, New Literary History, Critical In-
quiry), new institutions (the School of Criticism and Theory and the Inter-
national Summer Institute for Semiotic and Structural Studies), new theory
groups (the MLA’s Division on Literary Criticism and the Society for Critical
Exchange), new books and translations of important theoretical works from
prestigious presses, the growing social status of leading theoreticians, ex-
panding use of new terminology, and attention to new issues and questions
(Leitch 1988, 383 -84).

Theory turned a critical lens on the entire boundary complex of social
and political, institutional and epistemological formations (Culler 1992, 207,
209). Yet as theory became located in the very institutional structures that
had authorized and legitimated older claims of humanism and culture (Dhar-
eshwar 1990, 234-35), it became caught in the dilemma of critical interdis-
ciplinarities. Institutionalization connotes academic respectability, but inclu-
sion as one more specialty in an increasingly crowded field is ultimately a
form of marginalization. The larger field remained intact (Miller 1991, 132).
Liminal criticism embodies the problematic of critical interdisciplinarities in
several ways. It refuses to seek a quarantined place in the margins of estab-
lished discourses or disciplines and demands, instead, their generalized dis-
placement and rearticulation. In raising doubts about internal criteria of pu-
rity or autonomy and in unsettling the boundaries and protocols of fields,
new practices operate as discursive agitations running through a variety of
disciplines. As a result, they have an uneasy relation to their own institution-
alization. They seek out threshold positions but cannot securely locate their
own theoretical grounds and may cultivate the risks of hybridized discourses
(LaCapra 1987, 236-37).

Given its plurality, theory has been an interactive, reflexive set of theo-
retical vocabularies that fix attention on problems that bear in turn a multi-
tude of personal, disciplinary, and institutional inflections. Methodologically,
theory performs double duty. Kreiswirth and Cheetham distinguish theory
with a long view from theory with a close view. Theory with a long view takes
an expansive problem, usually one with metatheoretical implications, and
surveys it panoramically from a variety of critical and self-critical perspec-
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tives. By moving above and between texts and disciplinary formations, it
foregrounds horizontal and synchronic citations and alliances. Theory with a
close view lets a critique develop from intensive textual plodding. Problems
of legitimation and authority occur at several levels. They are inherent in the
theoretical turn itself, in its pragmatic consequences, and in the claims made
for doing theory (1990a, 5-8).

Not surprisingly, even as it was being institutionalized theory remained
a fluid, heterogeneous, and contentious site. New and established practices
met and sometimes competed with a vigor, Vincent Leitch recalls, that made
earlier struggles of the thirties, forties, and fifties among Marxists, New Crit-
ics, Chicago critics, New York intellectuals, myth critics, and existential crit-
ics seem in retrospect only “modest skirmishes” (1988, 383). Theory, Vivek
Dhareshwar adds, illustrates what Bourdieu meant by a magnetic field made
up of a system of power lines. Relations among constituting agents or systems
of agents are forces that determine the structure of a field at any given time.
The institutional space of theory was a field of social representation where
intellectuals coming from different historical and cultural positions as well as
political and epistemological stances met. They did not simply coexist. Nei-
ther were their differences resolved into a neat synthesis or a new discipline.
They remained in active tension (1990, 234-35).

Like structuralism, theory went through several phases: from an initial
linguistic turn into a widening rhetorical turn and, more recently, into a his-
torical or ideological turn (Kreiswirth and Cheetham 1990a, 3). Over the
course of two decades, theory changed the character of literary studies in
three major ways: wide-ranging reflection on language, representation, and
the categories of critical thought that were themselves undertaken by decon-
struction; analyses of the role of gender and sexuality in every aspect of lit-
erature and criticism by feminism and gender studies; and development of
historically oriented cultural criticisms that study a variety of discursive prac-
tices involving many objects (the body, the family, race, the medical gaze) not
previously considered as having a history (Culler 1992, 201).

Other practices affirmed the character of the era. The study of readers’
responses to texts was, in Susan Suleiman’s often-quoted description, “not a
single widely trodden path but a multiplicity of criss-crossing, often diver-
gent tracks that cover a vast area of the critical landscape.” Suleiman identi-
fied six major and sometimes combined approaches: rhetorical, semiotic and
structuralist, phenomenological, subjective and psychological, historical and
sociological, and hermeneutic (1980, 6-7). Reader-response theory evolved
in the late 1960s from social, intellectual, and literary developments in Ger-
many. These developments provided a new way of examining both the estab-
lished canon and once-excluded works of mass media and popular literature.
As audience-oriented criticism evolved, it moved beyond the specifics of
German reception theory into a general interweaving of categories and pro-
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cedures from linguistics with literary theory. It further incorporated social
and political histories of readership. In its role as a cross-fertilizing agent,
reader-response criticism operated as a loose interdisciplinarity and simulta-
neously bore traces of local disciplinary economies. As it took root in literary
studies, art history, and sociology, it was often folded back into the discipli-
nary primacy of word, image, and behavior. Reader-response critics in lan-
guage and literature departments usually continued to emphasize analysis
and interpretation of texts (Leitch 1988, 377; Tompkins 1980).

Representing Heterogeneity

New practices exacerbate old fears even as they are changing the very nature
of discipline. Delivering the 1980 MLA presidential address, Helen Vendler
warned against “a general interdisciplinary Polonius-like religious-historical-
philosophical-cultural overview.” She admonished scholars to maintain “our
own separateness from other disciplines” (Graff 1987, 254). Six years later,
delivering the 1986 MLA presidential address, J. Hillis Miller depicted a
vastly different profession. It had undergone “a sudden, almost universal
turn” away from theory toward history, politics, culture, and society (Mon-
trose 1989, 15). Some of the reasons are depicted in two books, one focused
on the curriculum, the other on research.

Prospects for the 70’s (Finestone and Shugrue 1973) emanated from a two-
year series of seminars sponsored by the Association of Departments of En-
glish (ADE). Graduate students, teachers, and English-department chairs
joined specialists from other disciplines in investigating relations between
English and other fields. The concept of interdisciplinary study in Prospects
emanates from a desire to “enhance and regenerate” the teaching and learn-
ing of language and literature, not to threaten, supplant, or overturn the dis-
cipline. Participants were responding to new pressures and interests: the
declining role of the humanities and dropping enrollments in English de-
partments, the growing role of community colleges in postsecondary educa-
tion, worldwide demands for educational reform, heightened concerns about
literacy, expanding awareness of other cultures, growing interest in mass me-
dia and popular culture, a sense that the most pressing questions and prob-
lems are interdisciplinary, and the need for better connections with new re-
search in the social and natural sciences.

Seminar participants shared an implicit sense of what constitutes the right
and the wrong kinds of interdisciplinarity. The right kind is grounded in the
identity and integrity of individual disciplines. Voicing a common belief,
Daniel Bernd proclaims, “We must begin with the premise that there is noth-
ing wrong with the disciplines as disciplines.” Departments, Theodore Gross
adds, should remain intact. They are convenient political arrangements
that perpetuate a cultural tradition worth offering to students. They would
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also, he projected, be crucial anchors in an education he foresaw becoming
increasingly interdisciplinary. Warnings against dilettantism abound in re-
peated rejection of “eclectic,” “encyclopedic,” “generalist,” and “Leonard-
esque” programs. “Anti-” and “nondisciplinary” foci, which would become
prominent in the 1980s, are also rejected. So is producing a new kind of
specialist. The disciplines need not be sacrificed to make room for interdis-
ciplinary skills.

The theoretical leanings of the volume are another index of the era. Caro-
line Shrodes proposes an organic approach that draws on theories from phi-
losophy, cultural anthropology, depth psychology, and studies of archetype
and myth. Her dynamic, holistic conception emphasizes the reader’s role.
Irving Deer crafts a holistic approach from new developments in science,
most notably the theory of complementarity and its compatibility with sys-
tems thinking. In proposing a theory of convergence, illustrated by a course
that blends literature and social science around the problem of alienation,
Henry Winthrop goes furthest in grappling with the problems of actually
doing interdisciplinary work. Winthrop addresses disciplinary relationships
and methods of using information. He also offers the only detailed typology,
classifying curricular approaches in the five categories of survey, problem
orientation, subject matter, field theory, and general systems theory.

Exemplary practices are equally revealing. The interdisciplinary curricula
of the time were primarily enhanced disciplinary courses and interdepart-
mental courses and programs that concentrated on popular culture, ethnic
studies, and contemporary issues and problems such as alienation, poverty,
social class, the future, the city, and the community. A new theme-based
organization of the curriculum is also promoted, whether installed over or
alongside traditional historical periods. Signs of readiness for greater coop-
eration with the social sciences were visible, but the first reason for becom-
ing interdisciplinary, Alan Hollingsworth reports, is “self-preservation.” The
1973 Prospects is a declaration of interest and intent, written in a cautious
tone. Disciplinary relations are conceived in terms of complementarity, con-
vergence, nonfictional information, and historical and philosophical back-
ground. The case for a critically conceived interdisciplinarity was present
in the discipline but not at the center. It was being developed elsewhere,
in the shadow structures where poststructuralist practices were gaining criti-
cal mass.

Almost a decade later, Interrelations of Literature appeared (Barricelli and
Gibaldi 1982). Registering the proliferation of interests that followed its
predecessor, the 1967 Relations, the book contains almost double the num-
ber of entries and has expanded from 151 to 329 pages. History and biog-
raphy do not appear, because they are covered in a separate volume. Myth,
psychology, sociology, religion, and music reappear. The new entrants are
linguistics, philosophy, folklore, politics, law, science, the visual arts, and

” <
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film. Given the editors’ admission that developing successful pedagogical ap-
proaches and structures remain a serious challenge, the 1973 Prospects is sur-
prisingly ignored, reinscribing a dichotomy of teaching and research.

The interdisciplinary rhetoric of the era abounds, with talk of “inter-
play,” “inherent” ties, “reciprocal process,” “interpenetration,” “interaction,”
“symmetries,” “symbiotic” and “complementary” relationships. Neverthe-
less, the “extraliterary” relations of literature are brought into a world in
which literature, the editors announce, is “the hub of the wheel of knowl-
edge,” a center that provides the “logical locus” for integration of knowledge.
Like the profession, the book stands on shifting ground: pointing forward to
the complexity of Giles Gunn’s depiction of “Interdisciplinary Studies” in
1992 while harking back to the disciplinary primacy of the 1967 Relations.
Centripetal approaches, such as the study of literature as an isolated aesthetic
or national entity, theoretically deny the centrifugal movement of literature
across international borders and its intersections with other forms of art and
knowledge. Yet, the editors assert, the interdisciplinary thrust of comparative
literature has restored literature to its “pristine position as a central cognitive
resource in society, as its most faithful and comprehensive interpreter.”

The definition of practices depends on many factors, from the project at
hand and the discipline in question to individual perceptions. There are, as
Gerald Mast says of the literature-film relation, lumpers and splitters, result-
ing in different perceptions of contiguity and use. Most relations are por-
trayed as long-standing, a common genealogical tact. Jonathan Culler invokes
the close classical association of language and literature in the discipline of
thetoric, Giles Gunn traces the literature-religion relationship “to the very
origins of literature,” and Steven Scher roots the music-literature relation in
a notion “as old as the first stirrings of aesthetic consciousness.” The most
consistent theoretical premise is the distinction between influence and con-
stitutive relation. In the former, literature appears 7z the work of another
discipline, another discipline appears /7 literature, or one makes use of the
other. In the latter, relations move beyond analogy, allusion, and simple influ-
ence to homology and identity. Even the latter distinction, though, is subject
to an added factor—time. Literature and philosophy, Thomas McFarland
reports, sometimes come together in mutual fecundation, sometimes occlude
one another, and at other times move wide apart. The account of literature
and religion also highlights the shifts that take place over time.

From classical antiquity to the Renaissance, Giles Gunn explains, litera-
ture exhibited a complementary and often supportive link with inherited re-
ligious traditions. Toward the end of the Renaissance the relation became
more adversative. By the end of the eighteenth century, literature was viewed
as an alternative to religion or a substitute for it. Modern studies have not
produced a self-conscious or systematic field; the relationship has also tended
to be misunderstood or discounted in contemporary forums. Description was



148 Boundary Studies

also dominated for a long time by Anglo-American scholars who drew on the
theoretical legacy of European existentialism. When critically self-aware,
studies had developed in overlapping stages characterized by distinctive
forms and methods. The first, dating from the late 1920s to the dawn of
World War II, was pastoral or therapeutic in orientation. The second, dating
from after World War II to the mid-1960s, was either broadly apologetic
and correlative or essentially historicist. The third, beginning in the middle
or later 1960s, focused on issues that were either generic or anthropo-
logical in orientation. More recently, new methodologies of structuralism,
phenomenology, hermeneutics, and poststructuralism have challenged tradi-
tional constructions. ‘

Jonathan Culler’s account of linguistics reveals another characteristic of
disciplinary relations. Despite a strong historical record of contacts, includ-
ing new developments born of poststructuralist approaches, interactions
have occurred within the broader context of a “fundamental and continuing
separation.” In the early 1980s, allegiance to the philological ideal of a com-
prehensive discipline remained alive in classical and medieval studies. Yet
when Interrelations appeared, the most emphatic calls for linguistic analysis
were coming from advocates of the new linguistics of discourse, not defend-
ers of contemporary linguistics per se. In the subdomain of stylistics, oppos-
ing tendencies reflect the tension between literary effects and “true” under-
standing of literary significance. Linguistics, Culler concluded in 1982, might
be considered primarily a body of knowledge to draw on in developing a
systematic account of the functioning of /iterary language, not as a general
tool for interpretation or a method of objective interpretation.

The historical balance point of the era is indicated most clearly, once
more, by the account of myth and literature. Four definitional aspects were
prominent at the time, not as clearly defined methodologies or schools so
much as differing influences and personal predilections: formal traits of nar-
rative character, image, and theme; causal connections linked with temporal
or logical priority or coincidence; historical and specific sources, influences,
and models; psychological dynamics. Echoing Northrop Frye’s earlier ac-
count of the relationship, John Vickery acknowledges that myth criticism had
stimulated connections, especially with anthropology and psychology. This
stimulus reversed the intrinsic directionality of New Criticism. Yet even when
“espousing the necessity of extraliterary knowledge,” myth criticism reserved
the right to legitimately extend or alter its sense in accordance with the needs
of literary study.

“Literature itself” also remained the unifying point of view in the relation-
ship between literature and sociology. The relationship, Priscilla Clark con-
cludes, comes down to a choice of which category—Iliterature or society—is
the explicans and which the explicandum. The core concepts of “writer,”
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“public,” “genre,” and “literature” are redefined by the contexts in which
they occur. Yet sociological analysis does not supplant the primacy of literary
inquiry. Individual practices vary along a continuum of commitments to so-
cial factors and literary meaning. Ultimately, the task of any sociology of lit-
erature is to clarify the /iterary significance of social contexts of literature and
the complexity of those social relations. Sociology of literature extends un-
derstanding of literature and is concerned with the production and effect of
meaning. The social relations of literature are “not extraliterary but are litera-
ture itself.”

Radical Interdisciplinarity and the New
Cross-disciplinary Consciousness

Over the latter half of the twentieth century, the MLA published a series of
guides and handbooks to professional practice. Aémzs and Methods of Schol-
arship in Modern Languages and Literatures appeared in 1963 and in 1970.
Its successor, Introduction to Scholarship in Modern Languages and Litera-
tures, appeared in 1981 and was revised in 1992. An additional volume of
description came out in 1992 under the title Redrawing the Boundaries: The
Transformation of English and American Literary Studies. The guides were
intended primarily for graduate students and younger scholars. By the early
1990s, however, even veteran members of the profession needed a map
through the maze of new developments and reorientations. Once organized
primarily around close reading of a stable set of masterworks, literary studies
is now being reorganized at many sites around diverse historical projects and
new critical idioms (Greenblatt and Gunn 1992a, 3, 8-9).

The Changing Profession

Changing practices register in changing classifications. Both the 1963 and
1970 editions of Azms and Methods depicted a fourfold division of the disci-
pline into linguistics, textual criticism, literary history, and literary criticism.
The 1981 Introduction retained familiar categories but substituted “Histori-
cal Scholarship” for “Literary History,” while adding “Literary Theory” and
“The Scholar in Society.” Their addition, the editors explained, signaled two
diverging trends in scholarship. One was moving toward the speculative and
abstruse, the other toward the complex relation between scholarship and the
“real” world.

The results are visible in the organizing principles of the 1992 Introduc-
tion. There are three major sections, with “The Scholar in Society” serving as
epilogue. The subheadings illustrate the current diversity of the discipline:



150 Boundary Studies

Language and Composition
Linguistics
Language, Culture, and Society
Language Acquisition and Language Learning
Rhetoric and Composition
Literary Studies: Text, Interpretation, History, Theory
Textual Scholarship
Canonicity and Textuality
Literary Interpretation
Historical Scholarship
Literary Theory
Cross-disciplinary and Cultural Studies
Interdisciplinary Studies
Feminist and Gender Studies
“Ethnic and Minority” Studies
“Border” Studies: The Intersection of Gender and Color
Cultural Studies

These changes were tied in no small part to the changing faces of the pro-
fession. Between the 1950s and 1980s, English departments expanded and
diversified. In the post—World War II era, a new generation of faculty from
a broader base of class and ethnic backgrounds moved uneasily into the high
modernist formalism of literary education. In the 1960s and 1970s they
moved into a university marked by social and political movements (Levine
1992, 135). Their presence, along with renewed demands for academic re-
form, widespread critique of mimetic representation, and growing interest in
the politics of institutionalized knowledge, began to affect what was studied
and how it was analyzed. Official description was not always quick to register
the changes. The 1981 edition of the MLA Introduction contained no essay
on feminist criticism, even though feminist theory and practice were gaining
visibility and influence by the close of the 1970s.

The current claim that literary studies has evolved into cultural studies,
Michael Ryan suggests, results from the combined effect of three sets of influ-
ences: feminist, ethnic, and leftist criticism, forcing recognition that literary
texts are fundamentally documents and social texts with sociohistorical refer-
ents; the projects of structuralism and semiotics, demonstrating that texts are
shaped by social codes, conventions, and representations, thereby rendering
defunct the idea of literary autonomy; the rising importance of mass media
and popular culture over the centrality of literary classics, compelling critics
to admit the crucial formative and educational roles played by these new
discourses (cited Leitch 1988, 404).

The object “itself” had also changed. The shift from the discrete discipli-
nary object of text to the boundary concepts of textuality and discourse wid-
ened the field of interest. Literary experimentation also bred new forms of
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fiction characterized by multigeneric, multidisciplinary tendencies. The mul-
tidisciplinary interest of much of the current work in humanities has at least
one origin in transgressing the generic boundaries that traditionally separated
prose from poetry and scholarship from imaginative exposition, philosophy,
and cultural critique. The most influential poststructuralists—Derrida, La-
can, and Foucault—wrote in literary styles. In the work of Jacques Derrida,
deconstruction engaged texts as discursive contents and institutional struc-
tures. The intertextuality of deconstruction and other new practices placed
literature in a wider conversation with philosophy, history, linguistics, psy-
choanalysis, and intellectual history. This move reframed literary topics in
ways that had significance for a wide range of professionals (Esch 1992; Rowe
1992, 184, 186, 192-97).

One of the strongest indicators is the relationship of literature and history.

The Neighborhood of Literature and History

In the 1963 and the 1970 Aéms and Methods (Thorpe), literary history was
conducted in a literary idiom. Developing a secondary specialization was en-
couraged at an amateur level, but scholars were admonished not to let “sub-
interests” became primary. The “true literary historian,” Robert Spiller cau-
tioned, “however far he may wander, is always on his way, by a circuitous
route, back to the literary work as his primary object.” By the 1981 Introduc-
tion (Gibaldi), Barbara Kiefer Lewalski judged the “high walls thrown up in
the 1930’s to safeguard the purity of literary criticism and literary interpreta-
tion from the supposed encroachments of literary history, and vice versa,
have been large demolished.” The territory Spiller mapped in 1963 and 1970
had become more extensive and less clearly demarcated. Nonetheless, con-
textual investigations still occurred primarily in the interests of interpretation
and criticism. Lewalski warned against imposing contemporary political per-
spectives on historical materials, lest literature become merely a document or
be transformed into sociology. Comparably, scholars in the history of ideas
and social and cultural history were cautioned to “honor the uniqueness of
the literary work.”

In depicting the relationship for the 1992 Introduction (Gibaldi), Annabel
Patterson reflected on the dominant categories and activities of preced-
ing decades. Primarily literary in conception, they encompassed biography,
sources and influences, background contexts, the history of literary elements,
forms and genres, literary history proper, and social and cultural history. In
contrast, recent changes might eventually be located in the traditional do-
mains of social and cultural history. Scholarship has expanded to incorporate
subjects previously classified as external “contexts,” especially contemporary
politics and social milieu. Once autonomous literary texts are now being
placed within the historical, social, political, and economic conditions that
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produced them. Correspondingly, new topics have emerged, such as suicide,
amnesia, war memorials, economic status, women’s education, gynecology,
the role of police, incarceration and hospitalization, literacy and the history
of reading, the history of the literary marketplace, dress as a social code, and
the relation between forms of recreation and class consciousness.

The “road back to history,” Patterson recalled, began with structuralism,
the rise of social history, and the cultural archaeology of Michel Foucault. In
blending philosophy with social history, Foucault cut across disciplinary
boundaries, emphasizing disjuncture and dispersion rather than unity and
coherence. The earliest notable impact was in studies of the English Renais-
sance, generating the movement known as new historicism. Before the rise of
new historicism, scholars typically combined formalist techniques of close
rhetorical analysis with elaboration of relatively self-contained histories of
ideas, literary genres, topics abstracted from their social matrices, commen-
taries on political commonplaces, and erudite ciphering of meaning. By and
large, the past was a reductive history limited to decorative or pigeonholed
background. History, applied “with positivistic force” on literary interpreta-
tion, produced a wealth of detailed factual information about textual and
biographical history. ‘

New historicism is, in part, one more sign of dissatisfaction with past and
present practices, whether in New Critical or in deconstructive guise. More
profoundly, Patterson emphasizes, it reflects a larger shift in the épistéme.
Today’s new history has the “force of a polemic.” It is propelled by the con-
viction that literary texts are products of historical, social, political, and eco-
nomic environments once deemed “outside” the text and must be resituated
within them. Literary history has undergone extensive reconceptualization.
New historicism also moved beyond American and British literary studies to
literary and cultural studies of other nations as well as other disciplines of the
humanities, especially art history. Like other interdisciplinarities, new his-
toricism is both a specific practice and a general trend. Most anthologies of
scholarly work contain a mixture of affiliations and positionings that mark
relations with the older historicism, theory and deconstruction, the periods
and the isms that traditionally structured the discipline, definitions of disci-
plinarity and interdisciplinarity, and the agendas of individual practitioners.

The most powerful result is reconfiguration of the relation between the
categories of “history” and “culture.” Culture is a partial, fragmentary, and
conflictual terrain, not a single, coherent, or totalizing system. Reflecting this
shift, older metaphors of linearity and reflection have been replaced by meta-
phors of network and interplay, circulation and negotiation. Older organic
models, Brook Thomas explains, were dominated by the rhetorical figure of
synecdoche. New historicism replaces synecdoche with chiasmus, a rhetorical
figure that reconfigures the part-whole relation, extending literary analysis to
cultural analysis. Literature no longer speaks for or represents culture as a
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whole. Chiasmus places literature in relation to other cultural practices. This
move is evident in the proliferation of course titles such as “The Literature
of Psychology and the Psychology of Literature” or “The Law of Literature
and the Literature of the Law.”

Since one of the objectives is to produce a new cultural poetics, Thomas
adds, an older Aristotelian problem resurfaces. Can details serve as concrete
universals? Scholars speculate about connections between parts, but they re-
sist granting any one part the power to speak for the whole. Critical perspec-
tive is heightened when the parts being related are not only social practices
but ethnic and national cultures as well. Both the site and the classification
of analysis have been reconfigured. The social and the aesthetic circulate
through the entire network of practices, beliefs, and institutions that consti-
tute culture as a whole. In keeping with critical interdisciplinarity, culture is
not a totalizing whole. By placing literature in relation to other disciplines,
chiasmus creates networks of relations that resist totalizing. When estab-
lished categories are defamiliarized, discussion of character, language, and
theme are not apportioned solely to literary scholars, “primitive” customs are
not strictly the concern of anthropologists, and demographic patterns are not
matters for social historians alone (Thomas 1991, 9-12).

Circulation does not occur without the traces of disciplinary economies.
The organic model, Thomas adds, retains firm roots in social and intellec-
tual cultures. Individual practices tend to transform the chiasmatic relation
from difference to identity. When this occurs, disciplinary imperialism mas-
querades as interdisciplinary work. Most literary specialists tend to begin
with and emphasize a work of literature or to assume the starting point is
somehow connected with other literary works of a period. Shifting history
from background to a “shared code” has not made historians out of liter-
ary scholars. The methodologies of new historicism have tended to pro-
duce a thick description that brackets literary and ethnographic analysis
(Montrose 1989, 19).

Mapping Interdisciplinarity

The most striking representational change in the 1992 Introduction is the
addition of an entire section devoted to “Cross-disciplinary and Cultural
Studies.” Being accorded a separate section, though, is only the most obvious
measure. Interdisciplinarity is pervasive. No longer confined to a special vol-
ume, subsection, or essay, it has become part of the rhetoric of disciplinary
practice. Multiple interdisciplinarities are present, from simple borrowings
and methodological thickening to theoretical enrichment, converging sites,
and a general shift away from older interdisciplinary studies to new “cross-"
“counter-” and “antidisciplinary” positions that front the problem of how
meaning is produced, maintained, and deconstructed. The foregrounding
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of representation has been a central move of almost every major critical
practice—feminist, Marxist, deconstructive, new historicist, Foucauldian,
and Lacanian (Levine 1992, 150).

In tackling the formidable task of describing “interdisciplinary studies” in
the 1992 Introduction, Giles Gunn winds up reflecting equally on the prob-
lem of mapping. One cannot be separated from the other. The first and sim-
plest approach to mapping, Gunn explains, is on disciplinary terms, in this
case the familiar literary critical coordinates of author, reader, material or
linguistic components of a text, and the world the text refers to. When the
four coordinates are compared, interdisciplinary work has clearly placed
more emphasis on the reader and the work. If a single coordinate forms the
cartographic axis, the picture changes. Recent criticism centered on the
reader, for example, highlights the reader’s experience in terms of (1) femi-
nist, ethnic, and class-oriented ideological motives; (2) psychoanalytic, struc-
turalist, feminist, deconstructionist, or semiotic interests; and (3) combina-
tions of the foregoing categories.

This is a simpler, more coherent, and more conventional way of mapping.
The primary tactic of the 1967 Relations and the 1982 Interrelations, this
approach produces accessible taxonomy based on the associate relations of
literature and other disciplines. Gunn tallies notable developments: literature
and philosophy: phenomenological criticism, hermeneutics, deconstruction,
neopragmaticism, ethical criticism, the new rhetorical criticism; /literature
and anthropology: structuralism, ethnography, or “thick description,” folk-
lore and folklife studies, myth criticism; literature and psychology: psycho-
analytic criticism, reader-response criticism, anxiety-of-influence criticism,
cultural psychology; literature and politics: sociological criticism, cultural
studies, ideological criticism, materialist studies; /iterature and religion: theo-
logical apologetics, recuperative hermeneutics, generic and historical criti-
cism, rhetoric studies; literature and linguistics: Russian formalism, stylistics,
narratology, semiotics (249).

However illuminating it is, this strategy too is problematic. The relational
logic of “Literature and . . .” places the question of interdisciplinarity on
literary ground. In asking what literature has to do with other material or
fields, relational mapping conserves existing categories, comparable to the
first interdisciplinary movement in the social sciences. Put another way, it
builds bridges but does not restructure. In contrast, “genuine interdisci-
plinarity,” in the view of Gunn and many critical interdisciplinarians, re-
quires altering the question. Relational study is single-sided. Interdiscipli-
narity forged in critique is double-sided, raising other questions. How might
insights or methods of other fields or structures remodel understanding of
the nature of literature and the literary? Conversely, how might literary con-
ceptions and approaches remodel conception of allied fields and their subject
material?
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Mapping may occur in yet another way. What new subjects have emerged?
This approach highlights a diverse array of inquiries, ranging from the history
of the book and materialism of the body to the semiotics of signification and
ideologies of gender, race, and class. Simply identifying new topics is not
sufficient. Each topic in turn attracts and projects further lines of interdisci-
plinary investigation:

Studies like The Body in Pain by Elaine Scarry, for example, have woven
psychoanalytic, cultural, materialistic, neo-Marxist, and new-historicist
strands of disciplinary interrogation; studies of representation such as Ste-
phen Greenblatt’s Shakespearean Negotiations have drawn into new combi-
nations historicist, reader-response, cultural materialist, hermeneutic, semi-
otic, and often deconstructionist inter- and cross-disciplinary modes. But
in much of the new interdisciplinary scholarship, studies of the body be-
come studies of representation. Thus the threading of disciplinary prin-
ciples and procedures is frequently doubled, tripled, and quadrupled in
ways that are not only mixed but, from a conventional disciplinary per-
spective, somewhat off center. (248—49)

The last approach to mapping is rarely acknowledged. Over the past quar-
ter century, correlate fields have changed. One of the most significant reasons
is initiatives that other disciplines either stimulated or helped sustain. Like
new subjects that emerge and do not stay put, disciplinary inquiry has not
stayed put. Literature’s relations with other fields and structured forms have
not followed an orderly pattern. Neither is one set of associations fully de-
scriptive of all other conceptual and methodological filiations. Interdiscipli-
nary cartography is not a straightforward task. The moves it tracks, Gunn
correctly notes, are “overlapping, underlayered, interlaced, crosshatched af-
filiations, coalitions, and alliances.” Very often they are as much a part of
disciplinary history as of interdisciplinary history.

From Practice to Theory

Two prominent characteristics emerge in disciplinary practices today: a new
momentum of interdisciplinary identity and the continuing claims of older
approaches and conceptualizations. These themes and their implications for
theorizing interdisciplinarity are evident in three major areas—period stud-
ies, disciplinary relations, and the interdisciplinary field of American studies.

Period Studies

Period studies has long been the chronological scaffolding of disciplinary
structure. Changes are apparent in all periods, though they are neither iden-
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tical nor even. The changes were depicted in Redrawing the Boundaries.
Surveying Victorian studies over the past twenty-five years, George Levine
(1992) finds an “almost total transformation of the landscape,” a “fundamen-
tal generational break” marked by textual and ideological changes. Victorian
literature was previously taught as a roughly agreed upon set of characteris-
tics, problems, and preoccupations. Earlier practices invoked a world of iso-
morphic relations cast in a seamless unity. Inquiry was structured by notions
of cause and effect, genre, organic forms, centrality of the human subject,
and the mimetic fit of discourse and social reality. Social and historical em-
phasis, textualism, culture, Foucauldian analysis, and feminism created dif-
ferent commitments. At present Victorian scholarship cannot be adequately
represented by maintaining strict separations in the older binary categories
of textualism, historicism, contextualism, and formalism.

Medieval studies, in comparison, is more steeped in tradition. Semiotics,
deconstruction, and anthropological paradigms have had relatively little im-
pact. Describing current trends, Anne Middleton (1992) draws a striking par-
allel. Both medieval studies and area studies were distinctive institutional
products and thought structures of the Cold War era. The invention of me-
dieval chronological terrain, like the geographical terrain of area studies, ren-
dered the Middle Ages an institutionalized object of minute analysis. This
standpoint minimized intersubjective and historical relations. During the
mid-1960s borders became more permeable, and the idea of a new “super-
disciplinary field” arose. Since then, groups, journals, and venues for regular
exchange with medievalists in other disciplines have grown rapidly. As a re-
sult, traditional demarcations have blurred.

No single type of interdisciplinary practice dominates. Some specialized
work on medieval artifacts—such as paleography, codicology, and liturgy—
does not have a single disciplinary home. In new literary historical work on
the period, social history is cited more frequently than interpretive discus-
sion, and historical narratives are less likely to be treated as mere documents.
In studies of medieval literacy, the older boundary separating oral and writ-
ten discourse has been redefined. In another area of interest, religion is being
reformulated as practice, not doctrine. Renewed attention is also being paid
to the material and institutional base of medieval studies. Reconstructing lit-
erary study as both a site and a contested form of action has moved scholars
outward from a relatively small number of canonized texts and authors to-
ward questions no longer regarded as the strict province of social and cultural
historians. The retreat from older vocabularies and concepts suggests that a
“rapprochement” is occurring between historical and literary practices. A
new philology has also been proposed as a model of critical practice. The
new philology is rooted in a manuscript matrix of texts that are conceived
as a cultural place of “radical contingencies,” not the rationalized, codified
forms of earlier humanist philology.
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In another chronological realm, eighteenth-century studies, new practices
have been greeted with celebration and scorn. For some, especially older
traditionalists, they threaten to contaminate literary study. For others they
beckon transformation into a wider field where the older dichotomies of
text/context, intrinsic/extrinsic, and disciplinary/interdisciplinary are dis-
solved. The American Society for Eighteenth Century Studies was founded
in 1969 to foster communication and cooperation among scholars study-
ing eighteenth-century culture. The four Enlightenment categories of older
scholarship, John Bender recalls, were aesthetic autonomy, authorship, dis-
interestedness, and gendered sexuality. The Enlightenment aesthetic was a
complex geometry of divisions of knowledge that separated individual arts
from each other and from historical, scientific, and argumentative discourses.
During the 1970s boundary crossing escalated in studies of poetry. In schol-
arship on Alexander Pope, for instance, emphasis began shifting from an
intrinsic focus unconcerned with time, place, and nonliterary relations to new
antiformalist investigations that attempted to reconstruct the worlds of the
poet and the reader.

What began in 1969 as a “movement” escalated to a “stampede” (Harth
1981, 4). The spring 1979 issue of Eighteenth-Century Life registered the
reactions. David Sheehan distinguished two kinds of practices. A “soft” in-
terdisciplinary approach entails finding material in another discipline to il-
lustrate something already in the text. A “hard” interdisciplinary approach
requires turning to materials and methods of another discipline to solve a
problem raised in the text. The distinction centers on a crucial difference:
between providing context and solving a problem. The problem, though, is
still constructed as a “literary problem.” In contrast, the radical step of inter-
disciplinary textuality sees no choice but to go outside the text (Marshall
1992, 174).

Going “outside” the text may be fraught with danger. Richard Schwartz
warns about the gap between the promise of interdisciplinary research and
the reality of generalists attempting to span the curriculum. “True” interdis-
ciplinary work, he advises, involves highly specialized learning and skills, not
universal knowledge; otherwise errors arise from shallow disciplinary depth.
Schwartz endorses “contextual” approaches that affirm the primacy of text
over political, sociological, and philosophical approaches that render texts
“tools for literary ideologues.” Arthur Scouten, in turn, warns against over-
emphasis on interdisciplinary approaches, against going off on tangents of so-
ciology, psychology, and history of science. “Let us,” he exhorts, “stop whor-
ing after strange gods and return to the practice of teaching and publishing
our best insights on the masterpieces of eighteenth-century literature.”

Over the next decade, new historicism, cultural materialism, feminist lit-
erary history, and to a lesser extent deconstruction continued to challenge
the rubrics of the Enlightenment framework. New work reconstituted the
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notion of disciplinary work by reaching across the customary boundaries
separating literary study, visual arts, history, anthropology, sociology, and the
law. It is one thing, Bender explains, to compare literature with other arts,
quite another to treat novels, paintings, buildings, logical treatises, legisla-
tion, and institutional regulations as texts that participate in complex and
contestatory processes. The new approaches, Bender adds, might even be
labeled “transdisciplinary,” because they work to erode the presumptions on
which existing disciplines are founded within schools, museums, universities,
and other educational institutions.

Updates on relations with psychology, the law, the arts, and science reveal
parallel shifts, though again not without differences across sectors and not
without the traces of both generality and specificity.

Disciplinary Relations

No discipline is engaged with the entirety of another discipline. Literary crit-
ics have tended to associate psychology with the psychoanalysis of Freud and,
more recently, Lacan. In earlier practices unconscious meanings were often
assigned ahistorically and impersonally to literary works. By the 1982 Inter-
relations (Barricelli and Gibaldi), psychoanalytic interpretations of literature
were exhibiting greater awareness of language and the role that transference
and countertransference play. Current construction of the relationship posits
a sameness of the two disciplines, though a split between followers of Freud
and of Lacan, Meredith Skura reports (Gibaldi 1992), has produced different
mappings.

The “psyche” group—composed primarily of Freudians, Kleinians, object
relations theorists, and Winnicottian interpreters—empbhasizes reading as
evidence of individual mind. The “analysis” group—primarily Lacanians—
directs attention away from individual mind and an author’s unconscious to
the text and the larger intersubjective process of language and culture. Critics
charge that interdisciplinary psychoanalytic thinking has become simply an-
other branch of postmodernist literary thinking. Answering the charge, Skura
contends the boundary between literature and psychoanalysis has disap-
peared: “Literature may sound like psychoanalysis, but in its Lacanian guise,
psychoanalysis has become a form of literary criticism.” At first glance lit-
erary primacy seems to be reinscribed. Skura describes psychoanalysis as
“within literary study itself.” Lacan himself proposed the new science of lan-
guage as an interrogation of all discourse. However, the conflation of disci-
plines in Lacanian analysis is premised on a radical critique of the essential-
ism of the intrinsic move that brought psychology ##¢0 literature. The ground
is not intrinsic but dual.

Reconfiguration of the literature-law relation reflects a parallel history and
the impact of new views of language on disciplinary relations. Since the early
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nineteenth century, studies of law, literature, and religion have shared an in-
terest in problems of language, meaning, and textual interpretation. Recently,
interpretation has also become a recognized problematic in anthropology,
sociology, and history (Marshall 1992, 160). The questions raised by the
“interpretive turn” in philosophy, science, and culture have redrawn the
boundaries of knowledge and methods of a number of disciplines (see, for
example, Hiley, Bohman, and Shusterman 1991). Both partners in the law-
literary studies relationship depend on abstract formulations and patterns of
associative thinking. Since their expressive and conceptual processes re-
semble one another, a “natural and mutually sustaining partnership” is per-
ceived. In the 1982 Interrelations, Weisberg and Barricelli traced the duality
of the relation as law 7# literature and law as literature. At the time, law
literature was the better-established tradition. Law as literature was relatively
neglected in literary consciousness.

Over the past decade, the rhetorical turn in scholarship and the critical
legal studies movement in law schools have forged closer connections on dif-
ferent ground. In conceiving of law as a social and cultural activity, James
Boyd White extended understanding of law beyond traditionally configured
rules, institutions, and structures or in terms of political science, sociology,
and economics. Law, he proposed, is a kind of rhetorical and literary activity.
This move shifts law away from the social sciences toward the humanities,
making theorists of both lawyers and literary critics (1985, x—xii). Its impact
is apparent in the curriculum of law schools, in professional journals, and in
tenure cases. Interdisciplinary traffic, however, is never an even flow. The
legal partner has done far more borrowing and appropriating than the liter-
ary partner (Fish 1989b, 302-38).

The “interarts borderland” has long been recognized as a site of inter-
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actions. It bears various names: the “comparative arts,” “interdisciplinary
arts,” “interart studies” or “analogies,” “interrelationships,” and “mutual il-
lumination.” Responding to the growth of interest groups, scholarship, and
courses, the MLA helped to define the “discipline” in the 1990 Teaching
Literature and Other Arts (Barricelli, Gibaldi, and Lauter). This book is a
linear descendent of the 1967 Relations and the 1982 Interrelations. The core
problematic of interart comparison is whether disciplinary relations go be-
yond analogy and similarity to homology, identity, and transformation of dis-
ciplinary categories. Among literary scholars, Jon Green found, the relation
has been structured in three major ways: the classical u# pictura poesis (com-
paring literature and the visual arts); the romantic ut musica poesis (compar-
ing literature and music), and the modern u¢ musica pictura (comparing mu-
sic and painting). Three major approaches have emerged in scholarship and
teaching: investigation of common origins, which searches for an ancient
unity from which individual arts branched off; experiential-psychological ap-
proaches, which depict the arts as extensions of the senses in time and space;
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and structural-semiotic approaches, which view the arts as alternative lan-
guage systems.

Echoing earlier debates on history and its neighbors, the recurring theme
in analyses of the interarts borderland is limited development. In the 1967
Relations, Bertrand Bronson traced a variety of collaborations, analogies,
conjoined forms, shared motifs, and uses of music 7 literature. Despite this
abundance of work, music had developed few techniques that might be
“serviceable or suggestive” to literature or literary analysis. While “mutually
contingent,” the relation retained a characteristic underdeveloped and “pio-
neering” quality. In updating description for the 1982 Interrelations, Steven
Scher found that juxtapositions of music and poetry, word and tone, sound
and poetry arose with “formulaic frequency.” Yet they were rarely sub-
stantiated by precise definition. Commonplace juxtapositions had created a
“deceptively axiomatic aura of legitimacy.” Claims of mutual dependency,
though, were belied by separations and correlations that were often illusory,
at best metaphorical. The lack of organization of work and workers in the
field also meant that scholarship tended to be “individual and unorganized,”
not the systematic production that derives from groups or coteries, schools
of thought, points of view, and standard methodology. Promising compari-
sons were limited by lack of sophistication in musical matters among literary
scholars. This limitation is evident in indiscriminate borrowings of vocabu-
lary and terminological confusion.

In the trading zone of literature and the visual arts, courses are usually
organized around historical periods, artistic movements, or shared sensibili-
ties and styles (Mitchell 1990). Historically both fields were mimetic arts, and
both were studied in the context of history of ideas. The field of comparative
literature has also shown a clear-cut bias in favor of visual arts over architec-
ture and sculpture. Intermedial linkages, Ulrich Weisstein explained in the
1982 Interrelations, span a range of “cohabitation and interpenetration”:
from literature that describes or interprets a piece of art to works whose out-
ward appearance depends on design or graphic elements to borrowed tech-
niques, shared themes and motifs, common styles and symbiotic genres such
as the masque or emblem. Traditional practices have tended to identify simi-
larities or differences, to demonstrate the superiority of one art over the
other, to polemicize against fusion or separation, and to reduce all arts to the
same, usually mimetic, principle. One of the persistent problems exposed by
interart comparison is failure to recognize that a feature literally present in
one art may be only figuratively present in another.

Contemporary practices, Wendy Steiner reports in the 1990 guide, exhibit
greater contextual approaches that replace, or at least extend, the earlier pre-
occupation with formal properties, loose analogies, and themes. Contextual-
izing occurs through problem orientation around issues of representation
and in reconfiguration of the older relational domain to a common cultural



Interdisciplinary Genealogy 161

infrastructure. The meaning of interart comparison has been enriched and
complicated by a growing body of theoretical scholarship and constant vio-
lation of borders between the visual and the verbal. Even with these devel-
opments, limits persist. In mapping interdisciplinary studies, Gunn identified
continuing differences of practice: “If art historians routinely eschew criti-
cism for cataloguing, evaluation for description, literary historians and critics
have typically treated all the fine arts as mere complements, adjuncts, illustra-
tions of the verbal arts.” Poststructural textualities, social history, and femi-
nist critique imply incipient transformation. Yet, systematic and institution-
alized modes of interdisciplinary inquiry are necessary if reconstitution of
materials and methods is to occur on a firmer, wider basis (Gibaldi 1992,
250-51).

Interactions between literature and science have grown tremendously in
recent years. Science-related topics have increased in the curriculum, aca-
demic conferences and publications have proliferated, and an identifiable
group of specialists has emerged. The relationship spans ancient questions
about art and nature, the rise of modern science in the seventeenth century,
and modern debate on science, technology, and society. Early research and
teaching tended to promote the idea that literature borrowed from and popu-
larized science. Influence tended to be considered a one-way street. Scien-
tific ideas and terminology were traced from literature back into scientific
sources. This approach produced glosses of scientific meanings in the work
of literary artists, privileged the scientific worldview, and valorized great
thinkers, ideas, events, and authors. In the 1982 Interrelations, the relation-
ship was depicted in terms of science and literature and science 77 literature.
By the 1990s the subfield had become a major growth industry, stimulated
by new developments in the history of ideas, postwar demystifications of sci-
ence, the expanding field of cultural study, and investigations of writing as
social production.

Science and literature, George Levine explains, have three major relations.
The first is rooted in the influence of science on literature. The second is
based in the rhetoric of science that is shaped by central social, religious, and
cultural ideas and attitudes of a time. The third is mutual kinship. Science
and literature draw on the same sources in a culture, working out the same
project in different languages. Treated in terms of the second and third con-
ceptions, scientific texts have become the subject of literary and rhetorical
analysis. The literariness of science has also become a common topic, and
texts are being read contextually as responses to internal disciplinary pro-
cesses and external forces. In the third instance, science, technology, and lit-
erature are reconceptualized as permeable discourses within a shared cultural
field. Glosses of meaning remain prominent, but the premise of inquiry is
constitutive, interactive, and conjunctive (1987, 7).

Anthologies, once again, provide an index of practices. Recent collections
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encompass intellectual biography, history of ideas, sociology of science, the-
matic analysis of science in literature, literary and rhetorical analysis of texts
and practices, feminist reconsiderations of scientific discourse, and contex-
tual cultural studies. Attitudes toward science vary. Science bashers and sci-
ence junkies, literary apologists and literary imperialists alike populate the
intellectual space of literature and science. The very ordering of the name—
literature and science or science and literature—creates unconscious predi-
lections about which partner has priority and which is the dependent variable
(Paul Hoch, pers. comm., 4 August 1991). Given the general lack of scien-
tists, the heavier weight is on the literary side of the copula (Levine 1987,
341). The disciplinary identification of most specialists tends to be literary
critic, historian, or historian of science. Most organized programs in the
United States are located in English departments of technological universi-
ties. In the scholarship of literary critics, social context still tends to be liter-
ary or rhetorical, and a textual primacy occurs in reconfiguring science and
technology as discourse (Hoch 1991).

By and large, the interdisciplinarity of the movement lies in common vo-
cabulary and conceptual categories of discourse analysis. The rhetoric and
literary resonance of science is of little interest to the average bench scientist,
though they have played significant roles in history and sociology of science.
Yet the discourse analysis of sociologists of science is still oriented toward
socioeconomic, political, and institutional contexts. Historians of science de-
vote limited space in their journals to literary and rhetorical issues. Rhetorical
analysis of policy statements and practices is expanding, but separations con-
tinue to reinforce differences. Literary constructivists might forge closer links
with social-constructivist sociologists, but the question of which sociocultural
elements are to be considered must be clarified. Potential allies are sometimes
viewed as intruders. Meanwhile, historians of technology are polarized into
hard and soft wings. They place different values on industrial archaeologies
and economic determinants versus general cultural causations, including
popular and literary discourse. Soft and hard tendencies are bridged by dis-
course communities. Reviews of new anthologies and scholarship, though,
often castigate authors for failing to do more of one kind of analysis than
another (Hoch 1991).

Practices that go beyond relational to interactive terms reconfigure the
knowledge field. In a notable example, Katherine Hayles has theorized inter-
disciplinarity on the shift from discrete entities to Gregory Bateson’s notion
of an “ecology of ideas.” An ecology of ideas neither demands unity nor over-
rides disciplinary differences. Interest in disorder and unpredictability, to re-
call the earlier example of chaos, occurs across the domains of literature and
the sciences. Yet differences are as real as similarities. Commonalties and dif-
ferences create a dual emphasis on cultural fields and disciplinary sites. Con-
sequently the universe of discourse is at once fragmented and unified. An
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ecological approach alone is not adequate to explain differences; an eco-
nomic model is also required. Disciplinary traditions impute different values
to isomorphic paradigms. In seeing chaos as the source of order, the scientific
response appears fundamentally conservative. In appropriating chaos to sub-
vert order, poststructuralist literary studies appears radical. When institu-
tional practices are factored in, both responses appear equally conservative.
They both perpetuate, not challenge, the existing “economic infrastructures”
of their disciplines (Hayles 1990, 4, 176).

The tendencies observed in period studies and in disciplinary relations
also occur in one of the oldest interdisciplinary fields, American studies.

American Studies

The institutional roots of American studies lie in the 1920s and 1930s, when
the first American civilization courses were offered at Yale, George Washing-
ton, Harvard, Pennsylvania, and Smith (Kerber 1989, 415). Like comparative
literature, American studies established an alternative to older approaches
and New Criticism (Graff 1987, 160). During and after World War II, the
field grew in a climate of nationalism, patriotism, and commitment to the
study of American values. In the postwar years, intellectual history, history of
ideas, and literary criticism dominated research and teaching. With the wan-
ing of the intellectual history synthesis, a movement known as the myth-and-
symbol school assumed priority.

The myth-and-symbol school fostered a historically contextualized view
of literature and culture. By the late 1950s, support for a cultural anthropo-
logical view was apparent in history (Brantlinger 1990, 28). The framing con-
cepts of the myth-and-symbol school guided thinking along nationalist, con-
sensus lines and a “holistic rhetoric of the interdisciplinary” (Wise 1978,
517). Both marked an implicit commitment to unifying the plural and har-
monizing differences (Brantlinger 1990, 27-38). The sociological mode of
myth criticism spawned detailed studies of archetypal American characters,
themes, plots, images, genres, and settings. Yet efforts to link text and context
stopped short of constructing adequate theories of the relation between, on
the one hand, values, beliefs, attitudes, and imaginative constructs and, on
the other hand, social structure and forms (Sklar 1975, 258).

During the 1960s and 1970s, new social and political movements, the
rise of theory and its offshoots, and reactions to the accelerated disciplining
of higher education promoted reconceptualization of the field (Brantlinger
1990, 31). The effort resembled a series of lurches more than a steady, con-
centrated flow of effort. In 1968 Robert Meredith announced that American
studies had come of age. It had moved beyond initial “stirrings of discontent”
in English and history departments to an extensive body of inquiry (xi). Five
years later, joined by Jay Mechling and David Wilson, Meredith character-
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ized the field as a “parcel of noble strivings tied loosely together by individual
will and efforts” (Mechling, Meredith, and Wilson 1973, 367). New devel-
opments were propelled by a variety of interests in popular culture, urban
affairs, ethnicity, and women, and in science, technology, and ecology. They
energized the field, but they lacked methodological coherence at all three
levels—theory, method, and technique.

When the new influences began appearing, American studies was an-
chored institutionally by major graduate programs and an expanding schol-
arly literature. Its undergraduate presence was characterized more by cross-
departmental programs than by departments or autonomous units. Most
programs tended to mix existing approaches and subject matters rather than
creating a new holism or an interdisciplinary synthesis. Increasingly the
words “innovation,” “experiment,” and “radicalism” were coupled with the
term “interdisciplinary” (Shumway 1988, 14). The move toward critical in-
terdisciplinarity was signaled in 1977 when David Marcell called for a “criti-
cal interdisciplinarity.” He faulted “mere interdisciplinary” attempts at syn-
thesizing disciplinary perspectives. They fell short on two counts: they did
not do justice to the pluralism of American culture, and they had not effected
a synthesis of the humanities and sciences.

Seven years later Giroux, Shumway, and Sosnoski (1984) called for a full-
fledged “counter-disciplinary praxis” of cultural studies. Their indictment
of prior interdisciplinary efforts in women’s, Black, Canadian, and Ameri-
can studies undervalued the oppositional and counterdisciplinary tendencies
of those practices and their limited successes. Their proclamation nonethe-
less marked the widening turn toward critical interdisciplinarity. At present
American studies is on “shifting ground,” moving away from literary criti-
cism and traditional cultural history toward determining the role of opposi-
tional criticisms (Brantlinger 1990, 27, 31-33). Conventional historical and
literary methods are beginning to give way to cultural anthropology, ethnog-
raphy, oral history, the study of material culture, reader-response criticism,
and sociology of literature (Fox-Genovese 1990, 8). In 1992 Philip Fisher
(Greenblatt and Gunn 1992b) assessed the implications for American iden-
tity, once the cornerstone of consensus politics. The context is current liter-
ary and cultural studies covering the post—Civil War period.

In the 1960s and 1970s, departments and programs of American studies
established in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s found themselves regionalized
into departments of Black or African American, Jewish, women’s, Native
American, Chicano, and Asian American studies, and in some cases gay
studies. New identity claims have bred a new fundamentalism of unmasking
hegemony, essentialism, and the operations of power in culture. The charac-
terizing traits of the new regionalism that has developed over the past two
decades are gender, race, and ethnicity. Identity has tended to be formed in
oppositional terms of Black/ White, male/female, Native American/settler,
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and gay/heterosexual. Alongside this trend, a new American studies has
emerged as an alternative or aftermath that attempts to locate a set of under-
lying but permanently open cultural questions. These questions engage the
rhetorics of American culture.

A more comprehensive move into a critical American cultural studies
is limited by continuing impediments. Repeating earlier patterns, programs
have been added to existing departments and fields in a process of assimila-
tion that falls short of full-scale reorganization of knowledge and the univer-
sity (Graff 1987, 225). In the 1990 presidential address to the American Stud-
ies Association (ASA), Martha Banta reported that interdisciplinarity too
often consists of topic-oriented sessions attended by segmented audiences.
Most of the energy in ASA still tends to come from two majorities, history
and literature. Tempers still flare over conflicting modes of knowledge within
and among disciplines (1991, 379-81). Scholars continue to reenact the as-
sumptions of their home disciplines and fail to clarify how they use “culture”
as a shared object (Shumway 1988, 16).

Clearly the search for a final comprehensive, true theory, in the older sense
of an “‘inter- and supradisciplinary’ Einbeitswissenschaft,” has been given
up. This effort enacted the hope of devising an all-inclusive synthetic method,
a harmonious unity of knowledge, and a totalizing science of culture. The
“new rhetoric of the interdisciplinary” that Gene Wise forecast in 1978 is
strongly implicit in current theory and practice. Wise’s proposal for “cultural
field studies” was based on a set of cultural axioms that emphasize density of
cultural facts and interconnecting experiences. They cross not only discipli-
nary boundaries but also the dividing line between the academic and the
nonacademic. The core metaphor of knowledge shifts, in turn, from building
blocks in a pyramid to a series of dialogues that are inherently unfinishable.
The scope of the field is further enlarged by incorporating metareflection on
the terms of knowledge practice (Lenz 1982, 60, 71, 81-82).

The possibilities and limits of interdisciplinary study are indicated most
clearly in configuration of the relation between text and context. The eatliest
form of “context,” historian Robert Berkhofer (1989) explained in an assess-
ment of American studies, was a vague but polysemic definition of culture
among scholars in disciplines as varied as music, art, literature, and intellec-
tual history. In exposing the patterns underlying American culture, they
constituted a common framework for moving beyond special interests and
methods. Today the cultural and political premises behind their attempts are
largely repudiated. Interest in myths, symbols, and images has given way to
interest in class, ethnicity, race, and gender. Marking this shift, older key-
words of “paradox,” “ambiguity,” and “irony” have been replaced by “domi-
nation,” “hegemony,” and “empowerment.” The underlying definition of
culture has shifted from belief in an eclectic unity to division and opposition.
Exemplary works have moved from stressing homogeneity to emphasizing



166 Boundary Studies

diversity and divisiveness. Differing interests, though, continue to yield dif-
fering definitions of “context.”

The presupposition of a basic or simple contextualism lies at one pole.
The quest for one meaning, which Berkhofer dubs “contextual funda-
mentalism,” is strong. Documents, artifacts, and texts are considered self-
interpreting. Facts are discovered, not created or constituted, by the frame-
works that enable their existence. Documentary and artifactual analysis
assumes that historical narrative is verified in an essential structure by paral-
lels in a past reality. That reality is represented in a single (hi)story told by a
single voice from a single viewpoint. Classic American studies questioned the
simple link between texts and social reality, thereby transmuting what histo-
rians and other scholars considered reality into myths and images. Currently,
though, a more fundamental challenge to context as social reality is under
way. Documentary and artifactual fundamentalism are denied as the premise
of one Great Story of history is rejected. In dissolving scholarly and aesthetic
boundaries, new work also calls into question the criteria sustaining canons,
rendering Culture with a capital C just another part of culture with a small .
Much of the new historical work in humanities disciplines, especially in the
name of “cultural studies,” is devoted to demystifying abstract terms, sub-
jects, and categories once considered basic to culture.

Over time, the text-context relation has been reformulated in three major
patterns of definition. Context 1 holds that contextual understanding is de-
rived solely from a text by a reader, whether inscribed by an author, as the
intentional model of communication asserts, or constructed by a reader. Con-
text 2 holds that context derives from other texts in an intertextuality that
remains, like context 1, rooted in a closed conceptual realm. Both contexts 1
and 2 are textualist in their problematics and methodology. Social reality is
constituted and understood through broadly conceived forms of signifying
practices. This approach transforms the human sciences into rhetoric or po-
etics. Context 3 is premised on an extratextual world that breaks out of the
circularity of textualist definitions, whether linguistic or hermeneutic in ori-
gin. Individual methods vary, but the underlying premise is a form of realism
that is usually construed in terms of social construction of reality.

Competing views of the proper framework for teaching and research, po-
etics and politics, rest on contradictory approaches not only to “context” but
to American studies itself. Changing vocabularies and perspectives may rep-
resent a new phase in American studies, or they may constitute a new Ameri-
can studies rooted in postmodern engagement of poststructuralist, post-
Marxist, postfeminist, and posthistoricist theory and practice. Opposing
methodologies form the focus and the medium of contests over control of
meaning within, between, and beyond disciplines. Despite conflict, the over-
all direction of change is clear and strong. Older shortcomings of New Criti-
cism and the naive old historicism of “background” and “context” are being
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overcome in the new interdisciplinary problematics of literary history. As
race, class, and gender become formal principles of art, they are rendered
integral to textual analysis and the political norms inscribed in aesthetic judg-
ment. They are rendered inherent in the act of interpretation, not the older
notion of literature “itself” (Tichi 1992; Bercovitch and Jehlen 1987, viii).

The End of Discipline?

In 1990, in The Death of Literature, Alvin Kernan revisited old fears. Litera-
ture, he lamented, is being “emptied out in the service of social and political
causes” that are considered more important than literary texts. “Deconstruc-
tive philosophical terrorist, intellectual revolutionary, and feminist freedom-
fighter” may be only fashions of the moment. The assault on meaning, he
worries, is more threatening. It may well undermine “the positive authority
and even the reality of the subject.” If literature becomes an ideological in-
strument, the accumulated capital of discipline will be dissipated, leaving
only a “hodgepodge of institutional odds and ends without a center, a decay-
ing instructional system, a set of professional arrangements, a library cate-
gory, a high-culture avant-garde art circle, a few publishers and reviews, a
few passing political and social causes” (200-201, 211-12).

The distance between such fears and the radical redescription in contem-
porary guides and histories raises a fundamental question. What constitutes
the discipline today? “Literature as it was,” John Carlos Rowe wrote in 1992,
“can’t be saved” (204). “Literature” now encompasses older texts and once
“extraliterary” materials such as letters, diaries, films, paintings, and manifes-
tos, as well as philosophical, political, psychological, religious, and medical
treatises. “Text,” “theory,” and “discourse” have become boundary concepts
across a range of disciplines, and the current structural trend of the discipline
is toward topical and interest-group fragmentation (Middleton 1992, 23).
Literary studies, Greenblatt and Gunn recalled in introducing Redrawing the
Boundaries, was once held together by an uneasy alliance of older historicists
and New Critics. They were willing to suspend disagreements for the sake of
creating graduate programs that combined historical coverage with training
in close reading of principal works in an agreed-upon canon. At present, even
where the older consensus is still honored, most members of the profession
are situated uncertainly. Few, if any, dispute that transformations have re-
drawn the parameters of subfields. There is a widely shared commitment to
resisting formalism and the extremes of specialism while including new forms
of texts and drawing from a vastly expanded repertoire of explanatory tools
and frameworks. What individuals are to make of these changes in their own
teaching and research is less clear (1992a, 1).

Similar voices are being heard in the other domains of literary study, out-
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side English departments. The study of German literature, for example, is
being rejuvenated through historical interests that shape new questions while
broadening the textual base, opening up new archival sources, and allowing
greater resonance of literary texts and other cultural representations. These
moves incorporate new voices and reveal new ways of writing about literature
within larger networks of meaning. Attention is also turning to the borders
where texts connect with material world, and the classical framing concepts
of literary study—representation, authorship, and autonomy of art—are
being called into question (Kaes 1989, 211, 213). When Germanists in the
United States reflected on new developments in the spring 1989 issue of
German Quarterly, focused on the topic of interdisciplinary theories and
methods, they did not agree. Assessing the multiple claims and depictions,
Peter Hohendahl found a “diffuse uneasiness with the present situation”
(1989, 227). Some propose an interdisciplinary German studies as the site for
pluralistic discourse and reflexive work. Others argue for a clearly defined
center in one discipline.

Plurality and tension have resulted in the same duality of description evi-
dent in women’s studies. William Cain, in a 1985 essay titled “English in
America Reconsidered,” reported that new theories were breaking discipli-
nary boundaries. He also noted that the boom in theory had altered the
curriculum only in marginal ways, leaving the basic shape of discipline un-
changed. An MLA survey of classroom practices in the mid-1980s affirms
this perception. A significant percentage of courses are still taught according
to the methods and assumptions of New Criticism. The traditional canon still
anchors English-department curricula in most U.S. colleges and universities.
Changes have occurred slowly, through an additive process that strains the
older coverage model. Most English departments still rely on the same struc-
tural principles they used twenty-five years ago, though cultural studies is
actively practiced among a significant number of younger faculty. Survey data
reveal, furthermore, that roughly 70 percent of postsecondary English classes
or sections taught in the United States are composition classes (J. H. Miller
1991, 131; Elbow 1990, 138-39, n. 2).

“Canon” is as central a keyword of disciplinary identity as “context.” In
Lewalski’s 1981 account of the literature-history relation, the canon required
only a sentence. By 1992, Patterson reported, it had become a “considerable
industry.” As the influence of new historical practices expanded, the canon
of works read in many periods and subfields enlarged. Papers, panels, and
publications on canon formation began populating the programs of profes-
sional meetings across humanities disciplines. Canon formation controls a
discipline by determining what stays in and what stays out, creating an ideal
of order and valuing space that is simultaneously material, physical, and
visible (Bergeron 1992, 1-2). In American literature at present, exemplary
scholarship of a traditional design continues in studies of major authors
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of the established canon. At the same time, classroom anthologies reveal a
decentering from older texts and their chronological ordering that is dis-
guised by continuing use of older taxonomic categories in course catalogs
(Tichi 1992).

“Any description,” Katherine Hayles advises, “presupposes a frame of ref-
erence that limits, even as it creates, what is said.” What is known is a func-
tion of what is noticed and what is considered important. If the criteria defin-
ing center and margin change, the structure of knowledge changes (1990,
135, 144). Literary studies is a field of contest in which subject positions and
methodological and theoretical commitments coexist unequally. Across a
crowded and disputed terrain, individual practices mark differing relations
to both traditional structures and new developments, from more conservative
responses to new intersections of gender, color, and postcolonial identity that
permanently ride the borders of literature, culture, and ideology (Allen 1992,
305; Bhabha 1992). In such circumstances, Henry Louis Gates suggests, the
center-periphery dichotomy may have outlived its usefulness. Most new prac-
tices dispute the very premise of center (1992, 310), and tensions within the
system of literary study are now considered part of the way the system works
(Greenblatt and Gunn 1992a, 7).

The call for return to a model of the literary scholar as cultural critic is a
revealing index of the current debate. The model stems from the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, periods when literary, cultural, and social criticism
were more closely related. Opponents of new practices want a version closer
to the original. Proponents see the call for return not as a resumption of an
older literature-culture relation but as a reconstitution of once discrete dis-
ciplinary objects of “literature,” “text,” and “culture” into boundary con-
cepts. In describing cultural criticism for Redrawing the Boundaries, Gerald
Graff and Bruce Robbins indicate that “culture” does double work in literary
studies today. One meaning emphasizes organic unity and the dualism of
organic culture against a technologically false culture. The other meaning re-
jects unifying claims by emphasizing contradictions and the idea that the
poles of any dualism tend to inhabit each other. Cultural criticism of the
nineteenth century politicized literature and criticism for purposes of bour-
geois idealism. Using the name “cultural studies” rejects that move by refor-
mulating literary studies as an open and plural refusal of the universals of
Arnoldian Culture with a capital C (1992, 434-35).

At the turn of the twentieth century, the theoretical ground of interdisci-
plinarity was “general.” During the 1930s through 1950s it was New Critical
“organicism.” During the 1960s and 1970s it was the “loose interdisciplinar-
ity” of structuralism. Then it became theory, the “critical” interdisciplinari-
ties that encompass historical and social borrowings, an omnivorous textual-
ism, and a radical politics. Despite the temptation to believe so, the domain
of interdisciplinarity is not entered every time a border is crossed. The desire
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to see from different sides of the same border is often confused with sus-
tained interactions and reconceptualization of disciplinary relations and sub-
ject categories (Greenblatt and Gunn 1992a, 4-5). The intellectual future of
interdisciplinary studies, Gunn suggests, depends on avoiding the tempta-
tions of disciplinary reductionism—in thinking that methods of one field are
sufficient to interpret the materials of many—and the appetite for metaphori-
cal transfer—in treating the materials of one field as mere epiphenomena of
the subjects of another. The lesson of critical mass repeats. The institutional
and material future depends on adequate economic capital to support devel-
opment of graduate programs, centers for study, summer institutes, visiting
and permanent professorships, outlets for publication, interdepartmental
colloquiums and scholarships (Gunn 1992a, 255).

The acid test is always the definition of “true” or “genuine” interdiscipli-
narity. Over the course of the century, the definition has shifted from a pres-
ervationist integration of foreign elements to a form of boundary crossing
that displaces or alters boundaries between forms of relational study or con-
stitutes itself in the spaces between those forms (Gunn 1992a, 245). Interdis-
ciplinarity as an agenda, Stanley Fish observed in a widely read polemic, “Be-
ing Interdisciplinary Is So Very Hard to Do” (1989a), seems to flow naturally
from the imperatives of left culturalist theory. Deconstruction, Marxism,
feminism, the radical version of neopragmatism, and new historicism are all
critical of two kinds of boundary making: the social structures by means of
which lines of political authority are maintained, and the institutional struc-
tures by which various academic disciplines establish and extend their terri-
torial claims. New interests have produced different kinds of interdiscipli-
narity. At one level it is a device for prodding students to cross boundaries.
At another level it is an assault on those very boundaries and the entire
hierarchy and power they both reflect and sustain. Fish ignores decades of
similar claims in other domains, but he recognizes the familiar distinction
between merely crossing boundaries and transgressing them in a decon-
structive, subversive process. The latter, a revolution tout court, is “radical
interdisciplinarity.”

Herein lies the apparent paradox of interdisciplinarity for postmodernists.
Any strategy of knowledge that calls into question the very foundations of
all disciplines—proceeding by breakthroughs, leaps, and discontinuities—
presumably negates itself if it becomes institutionalized. The multitude of
interdisciplinary studies and projects, Fish points out, are not immersed in
critique. They center on straightforwardly disciplinary tasks that require in-
formation and techniques on loan from other disciplines. Or they move by
imperialistic expansion into other disciplinary territories. Or they establish a
new discipline composed of people who may represent themselves as “anti-
disciplinary” but end up constituting a new breed of counterprofessionals
and experts. If authentic interdisciplinary critique is negated by routinization
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and institutionalization, then being interdisciplinary is not just hard, it is
impossible.

Although it is a succinct indictment of institutionalization and past fail-
ures, Fish’s formulation unravels. It is itself a political stance that ignores and
discounts what has been achieved. It also reflects a conservative pessimism
about interdisciplinarity, and it perpetuates the dualism of disciplinarity and
interdisciplinarity (Gunn 1992b, 190). In asserting that interdisciplinarity is
impossible because one can “inhabit” only a single disciplinary territory at a
time, Fish encounters the limitations of the metaphor of territory or border,
reinscribing the notion of static structure and minimizing change as a prop-
erty of disciplinarity. The metaphor of a river, Arabella Lyon suggests in a
formal response to Fish, with its currents and flows, tributaries, eddies, and
confluences, highlights the diverse and fluid movements of knowledge prac-
tices (1992, 682).

Radical apologists for interdisciplinarity, Giles Gunn adds, get around the
poststructuralist trap by realizing that the overlapping and conflicting disci-
plinary matrices people occupy can be used to check and criticize each