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Background
The University of Science and Arts
of Oklahoma is a small public liberal arts
college in Oklahoma, which was created
in 1908 by the State Legislature as the
Oklahoma Industrial Institute and College
for Girls, a preparatory school and college.
The name of the college was changed in
1916 to Oklahoma College for Women
(after, according to the college’s official
history, a probate judge mistook the purpose
of the school and sentenced ‘an incorrigible
young woman’ to the Industrial Institute in
Chickasha1 The early mission of OCW was
Continued on Page 2
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Dr. J. C. Casey, left, and Layne Thrift were among the
USAO faculty members who directed Independent Study
projects in 2014. Thrift was one of two instructors for the
“Kinetics” project. Casey was one of two instructors for
the “Documentary” group that videoed all of the other
projects.

PHILOSOPHER’S CORNER: Naming Interdisciplinarity
By Brian McCormack
Principal Lecturer in Interdisciplinary and
Liberal Studies in the College of Letters and
Sciences at Arizona State University.
Two previous entries in this space, one
speaking of “Relativism” and the other of
“Relationalism,” argue for the promise of a
greater opening in interdisciplinarity. One
might say that such a thing goes without
saying. Perhaps, but I’d say it bears
repeating. When one recommends one
or another approach to interdisciplinary

thinking, it is in effect an act of naming
interdisciplinarity. My preference is an
open naming that accepts and encourages
thought of all kinds. The resulting cornucopia
is likely to be overflowing and unwieldy,
difficult, if impossible to control, often
strange. Dissident, perhaps. In another
register, the result will be a collection of
dissonance, sounds that many cannot
grasp, decipher, or perhaps even hear at
all. In any case, what proceeds from naming
interdisciplinarity in this way is a world
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to combine literary and industrial
education that would prepare
young women to be not only
homemakers but leaders in social,
civic, industrial, and educational
settings as well. The mission for
OCW was later broadened to be
“a combination of both classic and
technical education designed to
give young women of Oklahoma a
well-rounded education that shall
equip them for usefulness in every
walk of life.” 2
In 1965, the Oklahoma legislature
mandated that OCW be reorganized
as “a new, coeducational, liberal
arts college of distinction,” leading
to the establishment of the
Interdisciplinary Studies (IDS) core
of general education courses.3
That core remains the heart of
the school’s distinctive liberal arts
mission—a four-year focus on
helping students develop their
intellectual and aesthetic abilities,
their capacities as individuals and
as members of society who are able
to “manage well the circumstances
they meet each day, who possess
judgment, courage, and honor and
who are on the path toward selfrealization.”4 That same year, the
name of the school was changed
once again – this time to Oklahoma
College of Liberal Arts (OCLA)
– and the academic structure
changed from the more common
semester system to three equal 15week terms, which allowed students
to graduate in three years if they
so chose. The school went through
one more name change in 1975
– from OCLA to the University of
Science and Arts of Oklahoma
(USAO) – after the state legislature
changed all four-year colleges to
universities.
Today, USAO enjoys a national
reputation for quality and value
and has been praised for its
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In 2014, the
Independent Study
Session offered 15
group projects, led
by faculty from 12
different disciplines,
and drew 136
students (about
36% of summer
enrollment) from
arts and humanities,
math and science,
education, and the
social sciences.
Interdisciplinary Studies curriculum.
Designed to be taken in conjunction
with courses in the major, the IDS
core is 46 hours, offering courses
at all levels (freshman through
senior), with many courses being
team-taught by faculty from different
academic areas. All of the IDS
courses emphasize building bridges
and making connections across
the traditional disciplines of higher
education. To further strengthen
the interdisciplinary nature of the
curriculum, USAO frequently mixes
up who teaches which courses so
that students get fresh perspectives
throughout their college careers.
Independent Study Session
The 15-week trimester system
offers another distinctive feature to
the USAO curriculum – the fiveweek Independent Study period.
The summer trimester is divided
into a 10-week session, during
which students enroll in regular
courses, and a five-week session
called Independent Study, when
students enroll in a single scholarly/

creative project led or supervised by
faculty from across the curriculum.
The only faculty who teach during
the five-week term are those whose
group project proposals have been
approved. These faculty members
also supervise individual projects
for students who wish to pursue
them.
For five weeks, students and
faculty work intensively and solely
on a single project, unencumbered
by other academic responsibilities.
Some of the group projects are
team-taught. Nearly all require
students to work in teams or small
groups to accomplish specific
goals through interdisciplinary
collaborations. The projects are
designed by faculty and most draw
students from diverse majors who
address problems and develop
solutions in an experiential
environment.
In 2014 (the year reviewed for
this article), the Independent Study
Session offered 15 group projects,
led by faculty from 12 different
disciplines, and drew 136 students
(about 36% of summer enrollment)
from arts and humanities, math and
science, education, and the social
sciences. Six of these enterprises
exemplify the curiosity, creativity,
and collaboration that are typically
found in the group projects:
• A Rube Goldberg-style kinetics
project (led by two art teachers)
• A week-long backpacking hike
along the Ozark Highlands Trail in
Arkansas (led by two biologists and
a historian)
• Tours to historical, wilderness,
and museum sites in Northeast
Oklahoma (led by a physical
education teacher)
• The Oklahoma Special Olympics
(led by faculty from psychology and
deaf education)
• A Study Abroad trip (led by an
English professor)
• A video documentary of all of the
projects (led by a communication
professor and a video specialist)
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The “Kinetics” project may have been the most ambitious of USAO’s Independent Study
choices for students last summer. Sixteen students from six majors created an elaborate “Rube
Goldberg Machine” that stretched throughout two buildings and across an outdoor connecting
space, ending outside with a release of several pigeons. Here, from left, an art major, drama
major and math major brainstorm on their part of the “machine.”

A weighted exercise ball rolls down a platform
and hits an old manual typewriter to which a
pool cue has been taped, sending the pool
cue precisely toward the “on” switch of an
electric ceramics kiln. When the kiln heats to
a certain temperature, it ignites a fuse that
runs up and out of the kiln and across the
floor, where it sets in motion another part
of the USAO version of a “Rube Goldberg
Machine.” Students met to brainstorm and
problem solve as they worked together
toward the goal of releasing a cage of
pigeons.

The Kinetics project may have
been the most complex – and
perhaps the most interdisciplinary
– Independent Study proposal
of the summer. Sixteen students
from art, business, drama, math,
history, and physics worked in
teams of two-to-four people to
create multiple kinetic structures,
with one structure setting into
motion the next, resulting in an
interconnected “domino” effect

Releasing a cage of pigeons was the goal of
the elaborate “Kinetics” project, composed of
74 separate events to achieve the goal.

Hiking the Ozark
Highlands Trail in
Arkansas for a week
required stamina, grit,
and determination,
according to the 14
USAO students who
signed up for the
Independent Study
project. Preparation
for the trip included
a two-mile “show
me” walk at the
University’s Natural
Habitat, during which
students had to show
the instructors they
could do the hike;
lessons in safety, first
aid, backpacking, and
camping protocol;
and a practice campout at the nearby
Wichita Mountains in
Oklahoma.

(think “Rube Goldberg machine”).
The five small “machines” were
part of a larger construction of 74
individual movements that travelled
across two buildings and two
outdoor spaces, climaxing with the
release of 22 white pigeons. All 16
students were committed to making
their “machines” work, putting in 3-5
hours a day, four days a week, for
five weeks, to earn their five hours
of academic credit.

The most physically challenging
project was the Backpacking trip
along the Ozark Highlands Trail
in Arkansas – a week-long hike in
which 14 students from art, biology,
business, English, history, music,
natural science, physical education,
physics, and political science not
only conducted field experiments in
ecology, water quality, soil structure,
and taxonomic analysis but also
studied the lifestyles of American
pioneers and “mountain men.”
Although some students did not
complete the grueling, seven-day
ordeal, virtually all of them said the
experience taught them invaluable
lessons about themselves.
Continued on Page 4
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Video students take a road trip during Independent Study as they follow the backpacking group
to Arkansas. The video group shot the backpackers for part of the first day as the backpackers
began a five-day trek along the Ozark Highlands Trail.

major – set out to document
each project, an undertaking that
required the group to shoot 22
hours of tape, walk countless hours
across the USAO campus, and
drive more than 24 hours on four
road trips – all to get the pictures
that would tell the story of each
activity. The goal was to make a fulllength documentary, as well as to
produce shorter pieces to be used
for recruiting purposes for individual
departments and the University as
a whole.
For one of those road trips, the
video group got up at 4 a.m. to
drive three hours so they could
shoot the Northeast Adventurers,
documenting 11 USAO students
as they spent a day hiking through
some of Oklahoma’s most iconic
beauty spots – Osage Hills State
Park in Pawhuska and Woolaroc
Museum and Wildlife Preserve in
Bartlesville.

The most emotional project was
the Oklahoma Special Olympics,
held every year in May in Stillwater,
OK. USAO students have been
volunteering for this event for more

record USAO’s participation. USAO
students were everywhere, helping
the special athletes compete in
nine events, including horseshoes,
bocce, basketball, and softball.

Continued from Page 3

Creating the documentary was
probably the most ambitious of the
projects. Thirteen students – mostly
communication majors along with
two history majors and one drama

than 10 years, and it was by far the
largest project. 28 students from
11 majors worked the three-day
event, with another 13 students from
the documentary crew on hand to

The bright yellow t-shirts worn by USAO students make them easy
to spot as they work with a young athlete at the Oklahoma Special
Olympics. The Special Olympics project, which has been offered as
part of the Independent Study period for more than 10 years, always
attracts the largest number of students. In 2014, 28 students from 11
majors worked the three-day event.

4

A communication major high-fives a young athlete competing in the
2014 Oklahoma Special Olympics. She was also part of the video
team that documented other USAO students as they worked the event.
The Independent Study term offers students a variety of opportunities
to work interdisciplinarily to solve problems in order to reach goals.

MAY 2015
Every summer,
the University of
Science and Arts
of Oklahoma offers
several Study
Abroad trips, such
as the one to Berlin,
Prague, and Vienna
in 2014. Four
USAO students
stand in front of the
Brandenburg Gate
in Berlin, an 18thcentury neoclassical
triumphal arch and
one of the bestknown landmarks
of Germany.
Students receive
5 credit hours
(pass/fail) for the
cultural immersion
experience.

“The more I’ve traveled,
the more I want to
travel. I’ve loved every
place I’ve been. I learn
so much when I visit
other countries. And that
knowledge has taught
me more about the
interdisciplinary nature
and connectedness of the
world I’m about to inherit
when I graduate.” – USAO
senior communication/
drama major on “Study
Abroad: Berlin.”

USAO students also engaged
in the cultural immersion of our
Study Abroad program. In 2014,
USAO faculty and students, along
with members of the non-University
community, made a 12-day tour of
Berlin, Prague, and Vienna. The
University also sponsors annual trips
to New York City, as well as tours to
the major cities of Europe and, more
recently, Costa Rica for tropical
ecological studies.

Proposals for each Independent
Study Session are submitted by
faculty in early spring as part of the
summer trimester. Students who
wish to be full-time (12 hours of
academic credit) receive 5 hours
for Independent Study and enroll
in an additional seven hours during
the 10-week term, when classes
typically meet every day.
Among the proposals for 2015 is
construction of a massive granite
park created and supervised by
artist-in-residence Jesús Moroles,
an internationally renowned granite
sculptor whose work is on exhibit

throughout the world. The park will
cover a sprawling 40,000 square
feet of the campus and is, according
to Moroles, the largest installation
he has ever done in terms of space
on the ground. Working with Moroles
are two assistant professors of art
and 28 students.
The USAO Independent Study
program is designed to be flexible
and easily could be adapted for
other schools that are looking for
new ways to encourage curiosity,
creativity, and collaboration, and
apply interdisciplinary problem
solving through experiential learning.

Endnotes
1: “Early Years (1908-1911).”
The History of USAO. Web.
<usao.edu/about-usao/earlyyears>.
2: “OCW Growth (1912-1964).”
The History of USAO. Web.
<usao.edu/about-usao/growthschool>.
3: “Name Change to OCLA.” The
History of USAO. Web. <usao.
edu/about-usao/ocla>.
4: Ibid.
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unexpected, often interesting,
perhaps even transformative. In
an interdisciplinarity that we name
as being open to ideas, knowledge
becomes something more than it
would be otherwise. Again, one
might think that this goes without
saying, but it bears repeating.
Joe Moran concludes his
book, Interdisciplinarity, with this:
“Interdisciplinary study represents,
above all, a denaturalization of
knowledge: it means that people
working within established modes
of thought have to be permanently
aware of the intellectual restraints
within which they are working, and
open to different ways of structuring
and representing their understanding
of the world” (2002, p.181). This is a
call to all disciplinarians to be open,
but I would extend the call to all
interdisciplinarians.
All too often, names are given not
by the named but by others, often
with a different agenda. Speaking
against his critics, Claude Debussy
was adamant that he was not a
devotee of Impressionism. He
insisted that he composed what he
saw, or heard, and he considered
himself to be an artist of the real
world. A hundred years and more
later, we see, or hear, the sea
very clearly in La Mer, whereas in
Debussy’s time the critics heard
noise, adhering to what they
derisively called “Impressionism.”
Many artists, composers or thinkers
name themselves, but many do not.
Very often the names that arrive to
designate one or another way of
thinking, or of expressing a feeling
or thought, are given by people who
do not agree with those thoughts or
expressions. Over time, whatever
their origin, names always change,
gaining unexpected characteristics,
becoming subject to the vicissitudes
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of the day. How shall we name
interdisciplinarity?1
I would like to take a moment here
to offer a word or two in response to
this question. Part of my response
speaks to issues raised in earlier
editions of Pathways: in James
Welch’s piece on Relativism (2012)
and Angus McMurtry and Jennifer
Dellner’s piece on Relationalism
(2014). Both of these, Relativism
and Relationalism, are names of
ways of thinking that, in fact, have
lineages that go back to (much)
earlier discussions on how one
should think about the world (think
Einstein and Leibniz). Interestingly,
they are descendants of scientific
theory. This time, these two names,
Relativism and Relationalism, are
argued to be given to approaches
to the particular process of thinking
that we call interdisciplinarity.
To begin, although the Relativism
described by Welch and the
Relationalism described by
McMurty and Dellner recommend
methods of how to think through
competing disciplines, I contend
that they recommend competing
approaches to how we think
through interdisciplinarity itself.
Inasmuch as they are in competition,
despite the close proximity of their
arguments, they also illustrate
the value of embracing such
competition. Not merely approaches
to interdisciplinarity that one might
argue is preferable to another,
Relativism and Relationalism are
attempts to name interdisciplinarity.
The metaphor that McMurtry and
Dellner use, the coral reef, returns
us to Plato’s organic theory of the
state, and the organic systems
theories that proliferated in the
20th century. I was reminded of
Michel Serres, who has used
many metaphors to explain his
understanding of interdisciplinarity.
For example, thought best travels
not in a straight line, but around
the uncertain and jagged edges
of the Northwest Passage (1982).

And then there are the by now
famous “rhizomes” of Deleuze
and Guattari’s (1987) Thousand
Plateaus. Each iteration of these
sorts of metaphors is useful in
illustrating how interdisciplinarity
works. They are limited, however,
according to how the difference in
language can be lost in the process
of translation. (McCormack, 2005)
Serres, for example, has changed
his metaphorical tune on a number
of occasions, recognizing the
inherent instability of metaphor.
(See Abbas, 2005) Language
is, by default, unstable, making
communication precarious and
dangerous, but also quite suitable
for experimentation and invention.
Introducing one or another metaphor
for interdisciplinarity, whether as
a jigsaw puzzle, or a smoothie, or
a coral reef, or a journey through
the Northwest Passage, can be
helpful in understanding how
interdisciplinarity works, as long as
such metaphors are understood
never to be the final word, always
to be the beginning of further
exploration.
Welch has previously (2009)
said, in effect, that relativism is
another name for pluralism, that
interdisciplinarity should be an
open field. An example of an open
process of thinking appears in an
earlier piece (2007) in which he
spells out the value of intuition, first
mentioned by Linn Mackey (2002) in
response to Rick Szostak (2002). I
would say that the basic motivation
of that exchange on intuition was
to wonder about the limitations on
thought: the degree to which one
may deviate from a set of guidelines.
Perhaps the most productive of
these sorts of exchanges appeared
in Issues in Integrative Studies
in 2001, when several scholars
responded to William Newell’s
(2001) proposal that Complexity
Theory is the best idea for a single
approach to interdisciplinarity.
Stanley Bailis, Julie Thompson
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Klein, Linn Mackey,
Richard Carp,
and Jack Meek all
replied with their
own arguments
against Complexity
Theory (or against
one or another
assumption or
inconsistency
embedded within
the theory or within
the proposed
application of
the theory). That
conversation is an
example of what
Brian McCormack
can happen when
scholars attempt
to name their enterprise, in this
case interdisciplinarity. At its best,
such exchanges inspire further
thought. Even better, however,
such thought would take care to
understand what is happening in the
process, that is, that we are naming:
interdisciplinarity… and one another.
The usual result of naming is often
altogether not what one expects.
And it can be quite hazardous to
attempt to name. When the namer
is improperly motivated, the result
can even be dangerous. Think,
for example, of colonial naming
in which entire civilizations were
relegated to being “savages,” and
were subsequently exploited – even
wiped from the face of the earth.
Happily, we don’t have that problem
in our corner of human existence,
but the stakes are nonetheless
high. There needs to be room for
thought in interdisciplinarity. The
way we name interdisciplinarity (and
by association, ourselves) speaks
volumes to what can be possible.
Interdisciplinarity has been named
many times over according to types
or categories. One recent example
(Schmidt, 2010) is notable because
the types are associated with an
effort to develop a “philosophy” of
interdisciplinarity. Interdisciplinarity
can thus be uttered in terms that

are common to
philosophers – or at
least philosophers
like Schmidt. Schmidt
identifies four
categories: “object
interdisciplinarity,”
for example, is
further named as
being “universal” or
“real-constructivist.”
“Theory
interdisciplinarity” is
described as being
less ontological and
more conceptual.
The remaining two
are perhaps less
foreign: “problemoriented interdisciplinarity” and
“method interdisciplinarity.” Types
of interdisciplinarity are, of course,
manifold. We are likely familiar
with the distinction between
“instrumental” and “critical”
interdisciplinarity, for example. Truth
be known, the literature is teeming
with variations on the theme.
They are not simply categories
of interdisciplinarity, however, but
attempts to name interdisciplinarity.
The attempt to categorize is itself an
attempt to name.
One of the chief characteristics
of interdisciplinarity, which is often
argued to distinguish it from other
approaches to knowledge, is
problem solving. I have elsewhere
(McCormack, 2009) presented
the case for thinking about this
thing called “problem solving” in
unconventional ways. There are,
to begin with, the more commonly
understood ways of thinking of
problems: objectively, subjectively,
and constructively. Both Relativism
and Relationalism have as their
primary task overcoming the
age-old dichotomies that have
plagued Western thought since
the beginning, primarily the
subject/object dichotomy. They
both bear a family resemblance
to constructivism. “The Problem

with Problem Solving” moves
quickly beyond this and tackles
problem solving according to the
approaches recommended by
Foucault, de Certeau, and Deleuze,
none of whom worry about the
dichotomies of Western thought,
with the possible exception of
the structuralist side of Foucault,
who sees that dichotomy, among
others, as a source of what he calls
problematization (an effort both to
submerge and sustain a problem),
and which he proceeds to subject
to several critiques in various
manifestations.
The implicit key to my argument,
however, was that interdisciplinarity
itself could be seen as a problem.
The problem with problem
solving is also a problem of
naming. In the case of Foucault,
for example, we might see the
act of naming interdisciplinarity
as a problematization, in which
the namers perpetuate the task
of naming in order to name
interdisciplinarity in a particular
way. Certeau’s critique of Foucault
might allow us to take the naming
of interdisciplinarity to a different
level, in which naming, which
would be regarded as being the
sort of naming that takes place
in a problematization, might
instead take place, in an acts of
“everyday” resistance, in “tactics”
that are less dramatic, perhaps even
unnoticeable.
With Deleuze, we have an
altogether different approach, one
in which problems are not solved,
but created, understood instead in
terms of their potentiality, in what
is yet to come. Deleuze clarifies
what he means when he illustrates
the difference between the problem
of philosophy and the problem of
science: “The problem of philosophy
is to acquire a consistency without
losing the infinite into which thought
plunges… [which] is very different
Continued on Page 8
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from the problem of science,
which seeks to provide chaos with
reference points.” Deleuze and
Guattari, 1994, p.42). Deleuze
doesn’t dismiss science. Instead, he
recommends a means to overcome
its limitations.
If we name problems as being
either merely objective or subjective,
we limit ourselves not only to the
way we solve problems, but also
who we (problem solvers) are. We
are thus objective, or subjective.
We are ourselves constructed, if
we are constructivists. And so on.
There is, indeed, a problem with
problem solving! One might describe
the problem as a failure of selfrecognition. Rather than arguing
that we ought to advocate one
procedure over another, though,
which can limit or perhaps even at
some level end the conversation,
we would do better to do our best
to welcome new and inventive
approaches to problem solving.
By extension, interdisciplinarity
ought not be closed or limited. To
the extent that problem solving is
often what interdisciplinarians do,
the way they do it describes what
interdisciplinarity is: it is a way of
naming interdisciplinarity – and of
naming themselves.
Extending the common
understanding of interdisciplinary
research as being a process, we
might subject interdisciplinary
thinking itself to a process of
investigation: we could concern
ourselves over the extent to which
the process is, in fact, a problem of
retaining and repeating the timeworn dichotomies (subject/object)
of Western thought, as Welch does
with Relativism, or as McMurtry
and Dellner do with Relationalism.
We could, alternatively, call our
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process of investigation, an
analysis of the problematization
of interdisciplinarity, and examine
how power and resistance proceed
in discursive and non-discursive
interdisciplinary theory and practice.
Or we could look at how the
common interdisciplinary process
resembles more closely the problem
of philosophy or the problem of
science, and recommend a revision
of the very terms of philosophy and
science. This would take the stage
of “self-reflection” in the common
process of interdisciplinarity to an
altogether different level. More
than merely a check for objectivity,
or a self-assessment of accuracy
or applicability, we might break
convention and entertain new ideas
about the process itself, perhaps
even “denaturalize knowledge,” as
Moran puts it.
Simply, and practically, in
the context of learning, putting
interdisciplinarity to the test
takes place every semester in
my classes. My own intellectual
lineage extends back to the
Political Scientist, Karl Deutsch,
whose most quoted statement is:
“Truth lies at the confluence of
independent streams of evidence.”
This sentence forms the basis
of one of the more productive
discussions I have with my own
students. I elaborate the statement,
asking more generally what we
make of independent streams of
thought. I wonder how streams of
thought can ever be independent.
I ask how confluences are made
possible, what they look like (would
you know a confluence when you
saw one?). I also interrogate the
proposition by observing that the
words truth and lies appear next
to each other, and ask how truths
become lies. These questions
aren’t intended to apply only to the
limitations of a single discipline
(Deutsch’s Political Science, for
instance), but also to the limitations
of interdisciplinarity. Just as the

disciplines pride themselves on
using “multiple research methods”
(qualitative, quantitative, textual…),
interdisciplinarity would do well
to accept multiple approaches/
methods/processes. This could be
called self-reflection, but when taken
to the limits of possibility, we are
able to wonder at this marvelous
thing that we have been calling
interdisciplinarity. We are naming
interdisciplinarity.
A final word about process. It is
becoming increasingly common for
interdisciplinary work to take place
not in the age-old manner of a single
scholar, poring over a stack of books
in a library or clinking beakers in
a laboratory, coming up with this
or that bit of insight. Although that
model is likely to have its place,
in the years to come, insight is
more likely to arrive by committee
– a group of scholars, with various
specialties, coming up with this
or that bit of insight. And this is
likely to be facilitated via emerging
communication technologies. One
recent example is the Bruno Latourled project: “An Inquiry into Modes
of Existence: An Anthropology of
the Moderns,” which appears online
(http://www.modesofexistence.
org/), and whose reader’s guide/
road map appears as a book with
the same title (2013). The project
builds on Latour’s ongoing inquiry
into Modernity. The project does
more than ask what steps one might
take in a process of interdisciplinary
research; it wonders at how the
process is shaped by who we are –
by our “modes of existence.” It is an
example of how the interdisciplinary
research process is changing
rapidly, reflecting the changing
nature of communication, and, in
Latour’s view, the changing nature
of humanity. “Relativism” and
“Relationalism,” as holdovers from
Modernity, might find a place in this
kind of new approach to process,
and yet they might need to shed a
little baggage in order to keep up
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Simply, and practically, in the context of learning,
putting interdisciplinarity to the test takes place
every semester in my classes. My own intellectual
lineage extends back to the Political Scientist,
Karl Deutsch, whose most quoted statement
is: “Truth lies at the confluence of independent
streams of evidence.” This sentence forms the
basis of one of the more productive discussions
I have with my own students. I elaborate the
statement, asking more generally what we make
of independent streams of thought. I wonder how
streams of thought can ever be independent. I ask
how confluences are made possible, what they
look like (would you know a confluence when you
saw one?). I also interrogate the proposition by
observing that the words truth and lies appear next
to each other, and ask how truths become lies.
with the change.
I would hope to see Relativism
and Relationalism make their way
into an even wider cloth of various
approaches to interdisciplinarity.
Rather than attempt to create one
approach, an all-encompassing
umbrella, a grand design, a general
rubric, or even an ideology, we
should welcome and encourage
many approaches. In days gone by,
we were wary of “Grand Narratives.”
It’s probable that those days are
over, but it pays to remind ourselves
that we are part of any narrative we
want to advocate. As for me, there
are many stories to be told. I’d be
happy to hear them all! Whether
intrerdisciplinarity is argued best
to be thought of as a particular
approach, or whether it is argued to
be a term designating many different
modes of thought determines
how we name interdisciplinarity.
I favor an open name, even a
radically open name, one that
is characterized by alterity and
that welcomes new thought, new
language, and new ways of being

and becoming.
Endnote
1. There’s more on naming in
McCormack (2002). There, I work
on the problem of naming in the
field of International Relations,
recommending catachrestic naming
that, as I put it, “defies rather than
defines the moment.”
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Announcing New AIS Sections
In the May 2014 newsletter, the AIS board announced a new initiative to encourage members to form topical
sections within the organization, exploring the way interdisciplinary theory and process can enhance the study and
practice of specific subject areas. Sections give their members an opportunity to discuss how interdisciplinarity can
play out in that particular context, and allow them an opportunity to draw other specialists in their field into AIS —
specialists who show openness to thinking about the interdisciplinarity of that field. Sections will have dedicated
space in this newsletter for content, as well as designated events at AIS conferences. We are pleased to introduce
the first three sections. Board member Diane Lichtenstein is the coordinating this initiative. If you are interested in
starting a new section, she can be contacted at lichtens@beloit.edu, or contact the AIS office at aisorg@oakland.
edu.
Section on Arts and Humanities
We are pleased to announce the
formation of a Section on the Arts
and Humanities, within the AIS
organization. The goal of this Section
is to explore and promote work that
highlights the intersections between
the performing and fine arts, the
humanities, and interdisciplinarity—
work that includes presentations and
performances at AIS conferences
(and the conferences of other
organizations open to such material)
and publications in AIS venues (and
others). Drawing on the expertise
of AIS members who practice
the various arts, and those in the
humanities for whom the arts are an
essential element in their research
and teaching, we propose to bring
attention to the particular versions of
interdisciplinarity that characterize the
arts and humanities. We would like to
place special emphasis on proposals
that embrace the experiential, where
participants are actively engaged in
learning/knowledge-making activities.
This Section also proposes to bring
artists and scholar/teachers from
outside the AIS family to participate
in the evolution of the Section,
including partnering in presentations,
performances and publications.
Collaborative activity will be
coordinated by Section co-founders
Heidi Upton, Steven McAlpine, and
Nick Sousanis. If you would like to
participate or otherwise interested,
please contact Heidi at uptonh@
stjohns.edu for answers to questions
and further information.
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Section on Assessment of
Interdisciplinary Learning
A special section on the
Assessment of Interdisciplinary
Learning has been established
through the Association of
Interdisciplinary Studies in
order to share resources for
and foster dialogue about
effective methodologies for
assessing student learning
outcomes as well as course
and program effectiveness.
In addition, it is the intention
that this section will provide a
forum for creating templates for
assessment that can be utilized
by institutions or individuals
establishing interdisciplinary
studies components and will
encourage inter-institutional
collaboration around the creation
and dissemination of assessment
materials.
If you’d like to join, or want
more information, please contact
the section coordinators, Dr.
Tami Carmichael (Humanities &
Integrated Studies), Dr. Yvette
LaPierre (School of Medicine and
Health Sciences), and Prof. Mark
Magness (Humanities & Integrated
Studies), University of North Dakota
Contact Information: tami.
carmichael@und.edu, yvette.
lapierre@med.und.edu, mark.
magness@und.edu

Section on Health, Health Care
and Aging
The AIS Board has approved
a new section within AIS focused
on Health, Health Care and
Aging. These phenomena unfold
within multiple, interacting
contexts—from the cellular to
the societal and environmental.
Because they can be studied and
influenced from many different
perspectives—biomedical,
developmental, sociological,
discursive, epidemiological
and so forth—they are suitable
topics for interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary study and action.
Our section therefore proposes
to bring together people from a
wide variety of disciplinary and
professional backgrounds, including
but not limited to academic
researchers and educators, health
care professionals, and community
activists. If you are interested
in connecting with this section
(and perhaps joining), please
email Angus McMurtry: Angus.
McMurtry@uottawa.ca.
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‘Science Flavored’ Poetry
Like Shad Ascending
By Arthur J. Stewart
Heard
on National Public Radio
today: shad
are starting their annual run
up the Hudson River; the water
temperature hit
fifty degrees so yes, they began
slipping up-river,
silver bodies, as William
Carlos Williams said
in the bitter world of spring, midway
between the surface and the mud.
On the radio
upon being interviewed about the
run,
someone said,
when cooked, they taste
positively dreadful:
the fishiest, oiliest thing
you can imagine
stuffed with bones,
covered with dirt. Yet
still, like us
they rise, year after year,
again and again, one
generation after another,
slipping upstream through time.
Stewart’s poetry has appeared in
more than a dozen journals. He is
a Tennessee Poetry Prize winner
and a 2013 inductee into the East
Tennessee Literary Hall of Fame.
From Where We Came, which
includes this poem, is his fifth poetry
collection.
Notes from the author: Below,
I offer a short set of questions
related to a reading of Like Shad
Ascending; the questions are
associated with several “hard
science” classes—Biology,
Chemistry, Anthropology—the list
could easily get longer and more
detailed. In each or any of these

science areas, “Web of Science”
(wokinfo.com) can be an important
resource. Thus, an example of an
interdisciplinary teaching objective
in this case could be “To ensure that
the student begins to understand the
connectedness of diverse science
areas, through hands-on inspection
of scientific literature through the
Web of Science search tool.”
Biology: Search out and read The
Use of Force by William C. Williams.
Then, using 156 words exactly
(10% of the number of words in The
Use of Force), craft an explanation
as to why vaccination is such a
controversial situation today. Your
explanation should specifically
include the term “savage brat,” in an
appropriate context.
Chemistry: Shad are considered to
be good bait for blue catfish, and
“the larger the shad, the more oil
they contain,” which presumably
improves their value as bait. But
specifically, what kind of oil(s) do
shad contain? And how much of a
shad’s weight is due to oil? Do they
make it, or do they get it from their
diet? And oh by the way, what other
common oily fish is anadromous?
The Web of Science can help you.
Anthropology: “The bitter world
of spring” sounds something like
“April is the cruelest month,” yet
the authors of these two works
were distinctly different. Succinctly
contrast and compare the “natures”
of the two authors. Then, within an
anthropological context, choose two
groups of extinct hominids. Using
the same contrast-and-comparison
structure you devised for the two
authors, similarly compare the two
groups of hominids. Then comment,
with justification, for your position
on this question: do you think it is
“human by nature to contrast and
compare”?
Math: Explore the math of a midden,
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Members Will Consider Name Change

Continued from Page 11

members in the May 2012 edition of
as it relates to fish. Provide at
Integrative Pathways of a proposed
least three geographically diverse
constitutional amendment to change
examples of middens (fish or nonthe name of the association to the
fish); include, in each case, a
Association of Interdisciplinary
labeled sketch. From a mathematical
Studies.
perspective, which of the three
Any amendment needs to be
examples is your favorite? Why?
discussed at a conference, and then
“science
flavored”
poemafter
in
putEvery
to a vote
of the
membership
From
Where
We
Came
generates
the conference.
opportunities
for cross-disciplinary
This amendment
will be
education;
ditto
my earlier
books.
discussed at thefor
2012
conference
Quite
simply,
the
tool
for
linking
during the Thursday afternoon
the poemsmeeting.
to “hard All
core
science”
business
members
is
accomplished
through
are invited to attend. It iswhat
the AIS
coauthorintention
Mike Mueller
and
I refer to
Board’s
to then
use

as “essential questions.” We have
a full book-length manuscript on
Teaching
with Essential
electronicScience
voting shortly
after the
Questions,
which
specifically
conference.
explains
the rationale
for, and gives
The amendment,
if approved,
examples
of,
tangential
questions
will change “integrative” to
as
a
way
to
link
poetry
or
other
“interdisciplinary” everywhere
the
literary
works
to
science.
Within
organization’s name is mentioned in
science,
too, weItspecifically
target
the constitution.
will also employ
the
objective
of
cross-disciplinarity
the phrase “integrative and
by
developing essential
questions
interdisciplinary”
on several
occasions
that
force
a
learner
to
consider
where only one of these appears at
an
idea in
one
science
areawishes
to a to
present.
The
AIS
Board thus
contrasting
or
similar
idea
in
another.
maintain an emphasis on integration.
For
more
on
Mueller’s
work
see
The subcommittee report and the
http://greenandgold.uaa.alaska.edu/
proposed constitutional amendment
blog/10399/ecojustice_research_
(and this article) are accessible from
supports_placebased_science_
the What’s New section of the AIS
education/
Website www.muohio.edu/ais. n
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