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The first issue that I want to discuss is what we each understand by the term ‘inter-disciplinary’. I don’t really want to get caught up in a protracted debate about what is a discipline and what is (some would say, merely) a subject, but my undergraduate training (as an economist) would have had me believe that in the social sciences, disciplines are few – sociology, economics, psychology – and these were distinguished as disciplines because they had their own distinct body of theory associated with them. Most other areas in the social sciences were subjects: applications of disciplines rather than disciplines in their own right. These would include such things as geography and history or in a more applied context, transport studies, gerontology or spatial planning (the subject with which I now associate myself, rather than the discipline of economics, certainly in terms of research assessment). One interpretation of subjects in this context is that they are inherently inter-disciplinary. I guess today, in terms of undergraduate offer, the number of subjects for study has burgeoned, but almost by definition the number of disciplines has not. What do people think of this view? 
 
I do not wish to address the meanings of, and debate over, ‘multi-disciplinary’, ‘trans-disciplinary or ‘cross-disciplinary’ study here, but others might. I’m sure that they are complicated.
 
Two things arise for me in discussing my notion of ‘inter-disciplinary’. The first is, when we talk of inter-disciplinarity do we really mean, rather, the coming together of a number of different subjects of study, where each of these different subjects probably actually already has a number of disciplines in common? This is important to the extent that a number of subjects might already be inter-disciplinary and therefore ‘inter-subject’ research might use disciplines as a ‘received’ common ground. 
 
The second is, do we unwittingly elevate disciplines to an intellectual ‘high ground’ not trampled by mere subjects? I think there are dangers in assuming that all disciplines have a particularly valuable role to play in all research, certainly to the extent that they are not above critique. At times, some sociology has been considered empirically lacking (the ‘armchair’ (or more likely today the ‘sauna’) theorising of Giddens, for example) and psychology, reductionist. My own migration to the pragmatism of spatial planning was as much to do with a disillusionment concerning economic ‘theory’ as much as anything else. ‘Neat’ theories were fettered with a whole range of ‘assumptions’ that got rid of the untidy nature of the real world (and that allowed the theories to work – otherwise they didn’t), and some ‘theorems’ – rational producers will always produce to the level where marginal cost equates to marginal revenue, for example – were just plain wrong. In my case, not having a discipline was often more insightful, than having one.
 
The value of inter-disciplinary research too has not been without question. Sandpits have become a fashionable way of encouraging interdisciplinary partnerships in both the UK (EPSRC-led) and North America. Bringing different disciplines together for several days to discuss a research topic has, according to the Times Higher Education (2 July 2009), lived up to its name: it infantilises researchers. The need to use lowest common denominator language (and concepts) creates the worst of all worlds – “reality TV research” the THE called it. 
 
My apprehension, however, is not so much to do with having to compromise my discipline so as to be able to work in an inter-disciplinary context, but rather, what contribution I can make, essentially without a discipline at all. My research work over the past 25 years – being applied and client-oriented, has essentially been non-disciplinary. Does such pragmatism really have a role to play in inter-disciplinary research? 
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Disciplinarity—A response [to previous post]
[Name] articulates many of the issues around disciplinarity: discipline versus subject, discipline as professional identity, real disciplines (with their own theory) as opposed to pragmatism. I think that these are fascinating juxtapositions and I’d like to comment on them briefly and then speak to the question of collaboration.
[Name] gets to the heart of many of the tensions among groups of scholars about the status of their domain of work. Although he doesn’t use the term, I think that there has been a status gradient with theory-based approaches at one end and applied approaches at the other. Economics and Sociology are good examples of the former—Social Work and Nursing of the latter. I have watched with interest over the past decade or more as Nursing creates itself as an academic ‘discipline’ through the development of Nursing theory, and through separation of Nursing from other professions. Does being or becoming a discipline make collaboration more difficult?
 I recall an ongoing debate with a colleague in sociology who believed strongly that theory construction was the ultimate academic endeavour and that application of theory was for others whose interests were more applied. My sense was that he thought those pragmatists were lesser beings—the drones of the academic world who toiled away at useful work but weren’t the great thinkers. He and I did not become close, perhaps because I thought that he placed me into the ‘useful but not great thinker’ category. Unlike my colleague, I don’t see useful as a pejorative term. Nor do I think that applied work is intellectually inferior.
 In my work, I position myself at the interface between theory and application. I did my first two degrees in Psychology, one of the few social sciences on [name’s] list of disciplines. At the end of my master’s degree, having dutifully worked my way through behaviourism, current cognitive theories, and a bit of child development, I was left wondering about the relevance of what I had learned to the social lives of individuals. It was at that stage that I developed my criterion for good research. It must address the ‘so what’ question. I migrated to a Department of Child and Family Studies for my Phd, did a master’s degree in Marriage and Family Counselling along the way, and completed a graduate certificate in Gerontology. Like [name], my path has taken me through many subjects and disciplines.
 Despite all of this interdisciplinarity in my training, the idea of the ‘sandpit’ approach to creating research disturbs me. I want to choose my colleagues, and work with people who both enjoy creating the big questions and who are skilled at addressing those questions. I want to work with people who are neither jealous nor arrogant about their theoretical or applied approaches but who are willing to share ideas and perspectives and to hear those of others. And I want to choose. 
I think that there must be connections between theory, research and practice. I love theory and I think that theoretical questions should drive research. For years I have taught postgraduate theory courses in our department. It was theoretical work on critical human ecology that I had done with Judith Phillips that brought Catherine and me together. It’s flattering to have someone say that they like the thinking you have done and want to incorporate some of those ideas into a research program. Thanks Catherine!
 And finally, a few comments on collaboration. As you know, [team member names] are leading the development of an article called ‘Below the Surface’: An exploration of the challenges of collaborative and interdisciplinary research’. [Name] and I are working with them on this paper. I think that the article will address many of the questions that [name] raises about how to make a contribution. They address the question of why collaboration is so difficult and yet why governments think it’s such a great idea. Here’s a short excerpt:
 Why is collaboration so difficult?
Any article on collaborative and interdisciplinary research needs to engage with why all forms of collaboration often prove to be so difficult to make work effectively.  In the context of the social and health care for older adults in the UK, it was nearly 20 years ago that Webb (1991) brutally explained that ‘exhortations to organisations, professionals and other producer interests to work together more closely and effectively litter the policy landscape’ when the reality is ‘all too often a jumble of services fractionalised by professional, cultural and organisational boundaries and by tiers of governance’ (p. 29).
 The above quotation relates to tensions over collaboration as a result of organisational self-interest.  However, such tensions are just as prevalent in terms of day-to-day collaborative practice.  Drawing upon such authors as Barrett et al (2005), Cameron and Lart (2003), Glasby and Littlechild (2004), Means et al (1997), and Sullivan and Skelcher (2002), Means et al (2008) have argued that four main factors tend to generate such problems.  First, different professional groups tend to hold negative stereotypes about each other which can easily undermine effective joint working.  This is as true of how an arts based researcher views a health economist as much as how a doctor views a social worker.  Second, at a more subtle level than that of stereotypes, there are cultural differences which relate not to overt prejudice but rather to the differential use of language and jargon which can serve to confuse and exclude.  For example, the joint research of the authors has had to engage with different understandings of a most basic kind in terms of what is understood by ‘rural’ in the different cultural and population contexts of Canada and the UK.  Third, disagreements about roles and responsibilities often generate conflict and tension.  Glasby and Dickenson (tba) illustrate this point by describing how a kitchen installation requires the overall coordination and sequencing of different specialist inputs (carpenter, plumber, electrician, etc) with disastrous consequences if this is not tightly organised and ‘owned’ by all the parties concerned.  Finally, misunderstandings abound as a result of the limited knowledge held by different professional groups of each other despite aspirations to work together”.
 I think that with our joint research on the CIHR-NDA projects, we have created some excellent working relationships without tripping over disciplinary boundaries. Individual connections are important. We are coming to know the kindred spirits among us and we have bonded over bison in Alberta, Sherlock Holmes in Dartmoor, and sausages in Surrey. There are many challenges in working together across time zones and distances. I’m not sure I’d trust us install a kitchen. But we are beginning to understand the rural settings in which we are doing are work, we writing some good articles on what we are learning, and we are developing friendships. 
 I’m not sure that I have addressed [name’s] questions, but I really appreciate his willingness to wade into the undercurrents of collaboration.
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Hi [names]
I need to find the time to make an extended reply to the all the key points made by both of you. However, at this early stage I just want to throw an additional issues into the mix which has not yet been addressed by either of you. Neither social gerontology nor rural studies is a discipline per see yet one of the great joys of this project (but also one of its great challenges) is the bringing together of researchers from these two traditions in order to explore civic engagement and older people in rural areas. Some of us like [names] can be deemed as bi lingual (ie conversant with both discourses) but others of us (eg [names] to gerontology and me and [name] to rural studies) have come to one of these fields rather green (please excuse the pun). I feel that this at its best establishes a creative tension and great capacity for mutual learning with the Special Issue on older people being put together by [name] for Rural Studies representing a really good opportunity to grasp the positive.
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Despite my first degree also being in a discipline (Psychology), I haven’t given a lot of thought to where my recent research fits in terms of disciplinary contexts. I am of course increasingly aware of the desire of research councils to encourage multi-disciplinary working. While I can see the logic of this in terms of breaking down boundaries, there is a danger of it becoming an obsession to the detriment of research that doesn’t necessarily cross disciplines. However, I am committed to working with people from other fields and backgrounds and across the silos that are often created by academic structures. It is stimulating and exciting to learn about the theories, methodologies, values and cultures that inform other people's work and to try and apply them to one's own field. Maybe this interaction between researchers is more relevant than between disciplines? I agree with previous posts that the most important issue is to work with people who you get on with and who are open to new ideas and approaches. This certainly seems to be happening within G&P and is one of the great benefits of this kind of project.  
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I have spent some time wondering if I am cross-disciplinary, inter-disciplinary or non-disciplinary and am still not sure. But I think it's easier to collaborate within the structure of the newer, more flexible “subjects” than across the boundaries of the more rigid disciplines. I tend to describe myself as a “social scientist” rather than from a particular discipline, partly because I have never been in just one discipline (my first degree was philosophy and psychology, PhD was jointly in psychology and computer science, I have worked and published a lot in sociology, and now I work in health projects and am based in law….) but more because I think it reduces tensions in collaboration to move away from the “disciplines” towards the “looser” or more flexible subjects.

About the sandpits, I took part in a Sandpit recently, it was a socio-legal research thing, and despite the name, it was more or less the way [name] describes what she  wants “I want to choose my colleagues, and work with people who both enjoy creating the big questions and who are skilled at addressing those questions. I want to work with people who are neither jealous nor arrogant about their theoretical or applied approaches but who are willing to share ideas and perspectives and to hear those of others. And I want to choose.”  
We (organising the event) did choose people who wanted to share ideas and listen to others etc, it worked well. I still wouldn't use the name myself I agree it's a bit infantilising, but the process was energising. 
10:12 am
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Coming from a slightly different tradition to that of the social sciences in terms of an understanding of the term 'discipline' – which in art education tends to refer to a specific set of practices taken as an individual's “praxis” – eg a self-reflexive understanding of the practice of 'drawing', 'film', 'painting', 'dance', 'installation', 'sculpture', etc – I find this discussion both very interesting and in many respects reflective of my own thinking.

However, I have what is perhaps a slightly different take on this issue. In recent teaching and papers  I have tended to stress the importance of reflecting on shared practices (for example fieldwork) and the need that [names] identify – to work with people who are open to a fluid way of working, which includes a real critical reflexivity about their own disciplinary presuppositions. I have increasingly preferred to avoid terms like inter- / trans- / post- disciplinary, all of which I find have problematic elements. I refer to my own position in all this as that of “disciplinary agnosticism”. The reason for this is that as someone who works out of an arts background with people from many very different disciplinary backgrounds and from none, I have come to see that the biggest obstruction to the kind of working situation [name] refers to is unacknowledged “belief” in the presuppositions on which the authority of disciplinarity as an epistemological approach to understanding the world is based. My focus as an artist/researcher is largely (but not exclusively) on what is commonly called “landscape studies” which, as the archaeologist Barbara Bender points out, is a “topic” that raises some interesting issues in this context. She argues, I think rightly, that: “Landscapes refuse to be disciplined. They make a mockery of the oppositions that we create between time [History] and space [Geography], or between nature [Science] and culture [Social Anthropology]“. So I tend to think in terms of the skills – practical and conceptual – that we bring from our “disciplinary” training to the common investigation of topics that are acknowledged as “undisciplinable” because it always demands more from us than is allowed by the specialist discourses of any one disciplinary approach. Where this becomes most problematic in practice is in our use of language, since we inevitably tend to lapse back into the “disciplinary shorthand” in which we're trained. One antidote to this I have been exploring is signaled by the feminist philosopher Geraldine Finn when she contrasts the attitude of what she calls “high altitude thinking” – which takes as given the “naturalness” of its own disciplinary authority – with that of working in the space between ethics and a politics of contingency. This probably takes us into areas that are too far removed from the immediate project to hand, but have none the less informed a number of practical elements in the work of the team I'm working with – particularly in terms of stressing the importance of listening in its broadest sense.  
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My own background and training are in anthropology, public health and gerontology, a mix of what [name] might refer to as both ‘disciplines’ and ‘subject areas’ that are all extremely eclectic which is what attracted me to them in the first place. I have also seen huge changes in these fields since my undergraduate days—anthropology, for example, has gone from being qualitative to largely quantitative in some sub-fields, and those trained in anthropology today would hardly give the time of day to a fossil of the colonial functionalist tradition like me. So scientists and practitioners who are deeply invested in and anxious about their disciplinary identities are probably not people I would end up working with anyway. Most of my research has been applied, and I have always been happy to find out about new tools and perspectives that could be used in whatever area I was working. This is what really appeals to me about working with the team on the Grey and Pleasant Land project.

I agree with [name], though, that seeking common ground through a kind of ‘lowest common denominator’ approach is not the way to pursue interdisciplinarity. Interdisciplinarity should not be some kind of a soup into which we all throw random handfuls of ingredients and then try to reconstruct a recipe. I am uploading several articles onto the WP7 section of the website that all deal with the challenges and opportunities of working across the disciplines, and provide recommendations for improving the process and outcomes of collaboration. There has, of course, been lots written on multi/interdisciplinarity, and I have selected these pieces because they summarise some of the key points in this literature. One of these articles I particularly liked is by [name’s] colleagues at the University of Alberta (Bruusgaard et al., ‘The Challenges and Charms of Collaboration on a Journey through Interdisciplinarity’). This piece notes that ‘two factors reappear several times in this literature (on barriers to interdisciplinary working): physical distance and time’. So, with busy team members at 6 universities, the Grey and Pleasant Land project is facing some very common barriers to interdisciplinary collaboration. The article by Larson (‘Minimizing Disincentives for Collaborative Research’) suggests some concrete ways for reducing these obstacles. I suggest that these are all issues we should discuss at the January team meeting. In the meantime, I’m starting a discussion thread around cross-cutting concepts/themes in the project that I believe can be a vehicle for developing our interdisciplinarity. I welcome everybody’s input on this.

5:46 pm
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I am wondering if there is a position that is mindful of both the values of disciplinary specialisation, but also the value of what has been referred to by different contributors as 'non-discplinarity' or as “undisciplinable”. In the following paper, [name] and I discuss the value of 'unspecialisation'. We look at the history of specialisation, how it is too late (and unwise) to go back to a pre-modern 'holism' , but on the other hand, how specialised value spheres have the danger of fogetting how things fit together and forgetting the seamlessness and interconnectivity of life.  We argue (with others, such as Taylor and Willber) for a post-modern integral  perspective that includes the values of specialisation as well as the different epistemological, ontological and practical demands of the values of 'unspecialisation'. We need disciplined moments of both, and a temporal rhythm.

Galvin, K & Todres, L (2007) The creativity of ‘unspecialisation’: a contemplative direction for integrative scholarly practice. Phenomenology and Practice 1(1). Available at http://www.phandpr.org/index.php/pandp
One example of a transdisciplinary framework (there are others such as Wilber's four quadrants), is lifeworld theory from the existential-phenomenological tradition. Here the emphasis is on the seamlessness of peoples' experiences before they are categorised from professional or disciplinary perspectives. We were particularly sensitive to this 'seamlessness' in our study that is part of Work package three, where people were telling us in many ways that we could not understand their transport issues if we did not understand what their well-being priorities were. We can imagine that we would want to be in dialogue with a number of disciplinary perspectives, and that there will be added value of coming out of the disciplinary perspective (eg transport policy that is separate from well-being policy), as well as going back into a disciplinary perspective. This dialogue could be seen as a creative tension, rather than one that tries to collapse one of the partners in the tension.  We  have discussed the lifeworld perspective in the following publication:

 

Todres, L., Galvin, K. & Dahlberg, K. (2007). Lifeworld-led care: Revisiting a humanizing philosophy that integrates emerging trends. Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 10(1), 53-63.
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