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Abstract:  The  integrative  thinking  essential  to  interdisciplinary  inquiry  requires  not  only  critical  

but  also  something  more  personal  and  less  predictable  that  this  paper  describes  as  “holding  in  

characteristics   of   interdisciplinary   thought.   Both   a   celebration   of   interdisciplinarity   and  

interdisciplinary  thought  are  characteristics  of  creative  thinking  in  many  disciplines.  

I:  Introduction  to  a  Poem

essential  about  interdisciplinary  thinking.  I   tell  my  students  lots  of  stories  
___________________________
Acknowledgment: “!e Woods in New Jersey” (23 1.) from SUN UNDER WOOD: 
NEW POEMS by ROBERT HASS. Copyright (c) 1996 by Robert Hass.
Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.
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essential  about  interdisciplinary  thinking.    

But  I  am  getting  ahead  of  myself.

And  beauty  unconscious  of  itself  is  life.

The  more  austere  and  abstract  rhythm  of  the  trunks,  

Vertical  music  the  cold  makes  visible,  

for  the  light,  to  make  the  sort  of  order  that  there  is.

the  color  of  the  trees,  they  hardly  seem  to  move.

for  Justice  William  J.  Brennan,  Jr.  (1996,  p.  30)

any  observations.  I   intentionally  ask  an  open-­ended  and  general  question:  

students   sit   there   in   silence,   reading  and   then   rereading   it.  The  poem  has  

tell   the  discussion  groups  to  start  

When  the  conversations  seem  to  have  tracked  off  the  poem  to  other  things,  

quickly:
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Second,  someone  is  sure  to  observe  that  the  poem  happens  at  a  particular  

former  poet  laureate  of  the  United  States  from  1995  to  1997,  distinguished  

is

reading  of  this  poem,  parallel  other  possible  readings,  perhaps  other  kinds  of  

information  relate  to  each  other.  I  suggest  to  my  students  that  our  reliance  

on  technology  for  our  memory  is  antithetical  to  one  of  the  essential  things  

Before   I   send   students   back   to   their   small   group   discussions,   I   offer   a  

couple  of  observations  and  some  questions:  

1.  

2.  

3.   I  offer  a  clue  to  my  reading  of  this  poem,  and  hasten  to  point  

out  that  it  is  only  my

4.  

naming  things  at  the  beginning  of  the  poem.  Why  not  tell  us  trees  

of  before,  most  likely  in  response  to  an  observation  a  student  made.  In  your  

.    
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model   for   interdisciplinary   thinking   to   other  models   in   the   contemporary  

skimmed.  And  meaning  is  seldom  a  linear  affair,  but  rather  something  that  

might  (probably  do)  mean  several  things  at  once,  or  from  the  relationship  

On  a  deeper   level,   I   think   this  poem  is  about  our  yearning  for  order   in  

this   essay.  We   humans   are   constantly   recording,   sorting,   classifying,   and  

of  the  Supreme  Court  are  perhaps  the  ultimate  manifestation  of  this  yearning  

for  order,  trying  to  sort  out  the  most  intractable  of  chaotic  situations,  only  

made,  

for  the  light,  to  make  the  sort  of  order  that  there  is.

our  ability   to  understand,  and,  because  our  distinctions  are   inevitably  not  

more  of  the  overall  vista  than  they  include.  Those  photographers  among  us  
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in  your  mind  at  once.  

III:  Essential  Things  about  Interdisciplinary  Thinking

a  variety  of  descriptions   for  an  event,  a   thing,  a  social  phenomenon,  or  a  

things  an  interdisciplinary  scholar  must  learn  to  do  is  not  jump  too  quickly  

As  many  before  me  have  observed,  interdisciplinary  thinking  is  far  more  

in   relationship

often  different  and  it  frequently  takes  time  for  the  differences  in  perception  

that   the   transformations   that  happen   in  deep   relationships,   like  any  deep  

insight;;  sometimes  the  resolution,  such  as  it  is,  is  a  deeper  understanding  

bird   and   the   deer,   to   say   nothing   of   the   trees,   remain   distinct,   as   do   the  

different  potential  readings.  I  am  proposing  that  this  process  of  “holding  in  

synthesis.

those  readings  ring,  on  each  subsequent  rereading  holding  simultaneously  

his  presence  in  the  Supreme  Court  chambers  as  a  burst  of  color  and  life  in  

have  something  to  tell  us  about  the  limits  on  our  human  yearning  for  order.  

from  a  different  angle,  of  creative  thinking  in  many  disciplines.    
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That  is,  she  is  operating  from  the  assumption,  as  many  in  our  positivistic,  

philosophical  schools  of  thought.  It  is  not  my  purpose  to  trace  that  history  

here,   but   rather   to   observe   some   important   landmarks.   Foundational   for  

(1929)  and  other  phenomenologists.  Phenomenologists  tell  us  that

simply   is.  There   is   a   lot  of  disagreement  among  philosophers  of   the   last  

how

discipline,  as  a  collection  of  different  solutions  for  giving  meaningful  form  

project   as   calling   into   question   an   absolute   or   essential   reality.   Rather,  

realism  as  the  only

Dictionary   of  

Qualitative  Inquiry  

This,   I   assert,   is   the   interdisciplinary   perspective.  We  might   yearn   for  

Interdisciplinary   thinking   embraces   this   concept   of   intersubjectivity,   and  

an  evolving  or  emergent,  multi-­faceted  phenomenon,  encountered  over  time  

by  intersubjectively  holding  in  relationship  different  understandings  of  it.  

student  described.  Rather,  the  interdisciplinary  approach  is  interested  in  the  



78 Simeon  Dreyfuss Something  Essential  about  Interdisciplinary  Thinking 79

there   is   nothing  

essential

processes  or  methods,  but  a  modality  of  thinking  as  varied  as  its  practitioners.  

1959  lecture  of   the  same  name,   the  side  of   the  dialogue  that  critiques   the  

other  for  a  misguided  faith   in   the  possibility  of  absolute  objectivity.   I  see  

academic  disciplines  as  transitory  historic  artifacts  frequently  arising  from  

an  interdisciplinary  impulse  only  to  become  institutionalized  over  time.  Not  

in  the  18th  century,  only  to  lose  favor  as  the  implication  of  its  premises  ran  

The  

Norton  History  of  the  Human  Sciences  (1997)  of  the  late  19th  century  origins  

Interdisciplinarity  (2002),  of  the  

acquire  the  institutional  and  intellectual  characteristics  of  disciplines  as  they  

book,  

.    

Such   dualistic   constructions,   of   course,   are   the   simplest   form   of   order  

our   understandings.  More   nuanced,   perhaps,   are   the   French   philosophers  

horizontal,  or  smooth  spaces,  as  opposed  to  hierarchical  ones.  Their  favorite  

images  are  of  plateaus  or  of  rhizomes,  plant  structures  that  spread  at  or  just  

alders.  Rhizomes  make  many  forks;;  they  are  detachable  and  each  fragment  

nomads.  According  to  Deleuze  and  Guattari,  a  great  many  of  us  are  nomadic  

  

merely   offering   another   dualistic   understanding:   They   comment,   “Royal  

science  continually  appropriates  the  contents  of  vague  or  nomadic  science,  
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them,  and  nomads  not  nearly  so  rare.

Like  many  of  my  postmodern  contemporaries  I  tend  to  see  reality,  to  see  

truths,  as  constructed.  As  Immanuel  Wallerstein  observes  in  The  End  of  the  

World  as  We  Know   It

using  to  measure.  At  the  same  time,  in  the  humanities,  cultural  studies  tells  

1

to   the   table  and  open   to  having   the   inquiry  process  reframed  by  differing  

assumptions  and  insights  of  other  participants,  most  especially  those  being  

studied.    

thinking  as  not  being  fundamentally  different  in  kind,  but  rather  as  a  manifestation  

different  may  tell  us  as  much  about  the  sensibility  of  the  perceivers  as  about  

the  actual  nature  of  the  things  themselves.    

research,  not  because  doing  so  lacks  utility.  Far  from  it.  In  the  interdisciplinary  

interdisciplinary   research   as   a   valuable   reminder   of   issues   and   processes  

originators  meant  them  to  be  iterative  and  non-­linear.  I  fear  over  time  that  

1 See, for example, John Heron and Peter Reason’s “A Participatory Inquiry Paradigm.”

include  myself   among   them,   share   a  mistrust   of   the  penultimate   stages   in  

vital   part   of   interdisciplinary   thinking,   though   I   choose   to   describe   them  

most  need  to  think  about  are  the  ones  that  resist  the  discovery  of  common  

ground.  I  deeply  mistrust  the  impulse  to  seek  integration  too  quickly,  believing  

to  think  and  talk  about  insights  that  stubbornly  refuse  to  integrate.  We  need  

Rather  than  seeking  integration,  my  description  of  this  process  is  of  holding  

not   necessarily   a   harmonious   music.   I   am   fascinated   by   dissonance   and  

advances  human  understanding.  Rather  it  seems  to  me  that  all  our  insights,  

and  not  just  those  in  the  humanities,  are  deeply  bound  to  time  and  place.  As  

fascinated  by  the  natural  multiplicity  of  truths.  In  the  end  I  am  probably  less  

interested  in  integration,  or  even  in  the  stories  of  dissonance  or  confusions  I  

  



82 Simeon  Dreyfuss Something  Essential  about  Interdisciplinary  Thinking 83

Notice  that  I  keep  harping  on  this  idea  of  relationships.  Plato  had  a  notion  

one  true  form  of  a  thing:  All  physical  chairs  are  but  imperfect  manifestations  

the  purpose,  the  essence,  the  truth,  of  a  chair  you  have  to  sit  in  it,  or  perhaps  

design  and  build  one.  A  chair  only  means  something  in  relationship  to  someone  

to  be  no  easy  task.
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