Editorial

Inter/Trans/Post-Disciplinarity:
Explorations of Encounters Across

Disciplines

“What is needed are respectful engagements with different disciplin-
ary practices, not ... portrayals that make caricatures of another dis-
cipline from some position outside it.”

- Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway

As new editors of the GJSS, we
would like to use this editorial not
only to introduce ourselves and to
discuss the themes of the current is-
sue, but also to take the opportunity
provided with a change in editorial
leadership to provide a retrospec-
tive of sorts. In the course of this
introduction to the first issue of the
new decade, then, we will explore:
Where has the GJSS been? Where
is it today? Where is it going? In so
doing, we hope to provide the read-
er with an overview of some of the
important and reoccurring themes
of the journal, including the current
issue on the broad topic of interdis-
ciplinary methods and methodolo-
gies.

Interdisciplinary Foundations

In 2004, frustrated by the lack of
institutional space for interdisciplin-
ary exploration, graduate students
at several universities formed the

GJSS ‘out of the conviction that
different tools for the acquisition of
knowledge should be confronted,
compared and brought together
in order to analyse the most com-
plex aspects of our social reality’
(Leonelli 2004: iii). Six years on,
the GJSS continues to work with
this conviction, as it explores the
transformatory implications of in-
terdisciplinary dialogues, work and
research on issues as wide-ranging
as environmental policy, gender and
mental health issues, and transla-
tion practices (of both the language
and disciplinary variety) in Europe
and beyond. The journal has cov-
ered the disciplines that are ‘inher-
ently’ interdisciplinary (gender stud-
ies, queer studies and genomics)
as well as the more traditional dis-
ciplines to which an interdisciplinary
focus is more challenging (criminol-
ogy, economics and biology).

Over the course of the six years
of GJSS dialogue it has become
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clear that when we are talking about
inter-/trans-/post-disciplinary meth-
odologies, we are not only talking
about speaking across languages,
but also through and among onto-
logical and epistemological founda-
tions (Bruusgaard et al, this issue;
Peireria et al, 2009). We are con-
cerned with reflecting upon the polit-
ical and social implications of knowl-
edge production and “its relations to
action and social change” Liinason
and van der Tuin, 2007: 1). We are
recognizing the need for a “transfer
from dichotomizations such as disci-
plinarity/interdisciplinarity, empirical/
theoretical as well as quantitative/
qualitative” into a thematic organi-
zation of research and exploration
(Liinason and van der Tuin, 2007:
8). And we are drawing from an un-
derstanding that, at its very root, in-
ter-/trans-/post-disciplinary practice
is about the “willingness to express
a plurality of viewpoints, to mediate
between different perspectives in a
context-sensitive and overtly goal-
directed way” (Leonelli, 2005: 1). If
we take these gestures to their ul-
timate conclusion, we are talking
about alliance politics — building al-
liances across barriers. In working
with and across such boundaries
through a recognition of what dis-
tinct standpoints have to offer, the
GJSS is not masking the chasms
that lie between them. Instead, the
goal is to acknowledge how those
divisions may become sites for
productive inter-/trans-/post-disci-
plinary dialogue; to challenge the

secluding tendencies of traditional
academic practice by critically ad-
dressing the possible difficulties or
incongruities that turned them so in
the first place; embracing those ten-
sions as sites of potential opportuni-
ties and correspondences.

Challenges and Charms:
Entering the Second Decade of
Interdisciplinary Investigation

We open the issue with Marina
Franchi’s review of the semi-
nar, “Interdisciplinarity:  Desire
and Dilemma in Contemporary
European Gender Studies.” The
seminar, held at the Gender Institute
of the London School of Economics,
featured several up-and-coming
academics in the field of European
Gender Studies, including former
GJSS editor Mia Liinason. The
questions posed and themes ex-
plored at the seminar on the ongo-
ing debates around the meanings
and practices of interdisciplinarity
echo those posed by this and for-
mer issues of the GJSS: Is there a
limit to interdisciplinarity? What are
the political and social implications
of interdisciplinary practice? How
can the (feminist) objectives of in-
terdisciplinarity in gender studies be
recognized in today’s (neo-liberal)
political climate? Beyond these im-
portant questions, the review also
reminds us of the need to critically
examine the ways in which we la-
bel “interdisciplinary” practice, as
the panellists pointed out one of the



“paradoxes” of interdisciplinarity in
its use as a “buzzword” in European
higher education policy; a rhetorical
integration which, in practice, can
cement powerful divisions. Franchi
relates such concerns to an essay
by Sabine Hark in Vol 4 (2) of the
GJSS, viewing the use of inter- or
transdisciplinarity as a “magic sign”
or “empty signifier” whose meaning
is dictated according to positional-
ity and power of interdisciplinarity in
the academic setting (Hark, 2007).
The review which commends the
challenging framework of the con-
ference therefore suggests a press-
ing and persistent need in academia
to similarly engage and question the
terms through in which interdiscipli-
narity is being debated and put to
practice.

In the first essay of the issue,
Delia Dumitrica explores the power
struggles inherent in the very prac-
tice of choosing a methodology as
a graduate student, in “Choosing
Methods, Negotiating Legitimacy:
A metalogue on autoethnography.”
The innovative use of the nascent
method of auto-ethnography allows
Dumitrica to present a “metalogue”
between a graduate student and
advisor in which she explains the
importance of auto-ethnography as
an interdisciplinary practice. Here,
Dumitrica’s work draws important
links between method and writing,
as it highlights how concerns with
writing form and style, including lan-
guage of dialogue and reflexivity
become part of the overall method.
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Further, in exploring academic pow-
er through the intersections of dis-
ciplines, departments, universities,
and individuals, Dumitrica marks
the method of “autoethnography
as a site of struggle for and against
power in terms of knowledge pro-
duction” (Dumitrica, this issue), and
highlights the complexities, difficul-
ties and possibilities of engaging
with interdisciplinarity.

Exploring the complexities, dif-
ficulties and possibilities of inter-
disciplinary research is the goal
of Emily Bruusgaard, Paula Pinto,
Jennifer Swindle, and Satomi
Yoshino’s article, “Are we all on
the same page?’ The Challenges
and Charms of Collaboration on a
Journey through Interdisciplinarity.”
A reflection on the practice of in-
terdisciplinarity research in a group
setting, Bruusgaard et al use their
experience in a Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council
of Canada (SSHRC) funded project
as “a valuable starting point for the
production of knowledge about the-
ories and concepts, as well as about
the social practices and relations
that we study” (Peiria et al, 2009: 4),
much like the editors and contribu-
tors of the last GJSS Special Issue,
Lost (and Found) in Translation,
who looked beyond viewing issues
of translation (including translation
across disciplines) as a “problem
to be solved.” The authors, hailing
from different disciplines themselves
(Human Ecology, Nursing, Sociology
and English), transform their experi-
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ences into “lessons learned” that
would be valuable in embarking on
any project that seeks to take inter-
disciplinarity seriously. Among other
aspects necessary for engagement
across disciplines, Bruusgaard et al
cite the acknowledgement and ac-
ceptance of differences “from the
outset” as crucial to an interdisci-
plinary effort built on “mutual trust
and respect.” This trust and respect
is called for by Karen Barad (see the
opening quote to this editorial), and
is akin to that called for by Donna
Haraway, in her concept of “situated
knowledges” (1988) and her more
recently- elaborated practice of “dif-
fraction” (1997; 2008).

These authors are important to
mention here not only for their dedi-
cation to engaging across disciplines
with “mutual trust and respect”, but
because they are both dedicated to
broadening interdisciplinary work
beyond the traditional focus in the
social sciences and humanities and
into the natural sciences, something
that Bruusgaard et al note was lack-
ing in their own engagement, as all
project team members were from
the humanities and social sciences.
Barad (2007: 93) offers transdis-
ciplinarity as a possible avenue to
achieve a more profound interac-
tion between disciplines, suggesting
that “unlike multidisciplinary or inter-
disciplinary approaches, a transdis-
ciplinary approach ‘does not merely
draw from an array of disciplines
but rather inquires into the histories
of the organization of knowledges

and their functions in the formation
of subjectivities... mak[ing] visible
and put[ting] into crisis the struc-
tural links between the disciplining
of knowledge and larger social ar-
rangements’ [citing Hennessy 1993:
12]”. Similarly, Bruusgaard et al’s
understanding of transdiscipinarity
is that it transcends the traditional
boundaries of interdisciplinarity by
putting the “humanities into a natu-
ral, social and health sciences con-
text” and vice versa. And, while the
authors close by noting that such
an element was not present in their
own project, they agree that this is
something that they aspire to in fu-
ture cross-disciplinary interactions.
Working in the tradition of
Haraway and other feminist sci-
ence scholars (notably Londa
Schiebinger), Rachel O’Donnell’s
essay “Imperial Plants: Modern
Science, Plant Classification and
European Voyages of Discovery”
offers an interdisciplinary review
of literature on botanical classifica-
tion and European colonialism. In
so doing, O’Donnell explores the
ways in which science, nature, and
gender were co-constituted during
the height of European colonialism.
O’Donnell’s review makes clear
that, in exposing the connections
between politics and science, what
is at stake is nothing less than the
power to create knowledge (and who
has it and who does not). Further,
O’Donnell argues that recognizing
such connections is not only histori-
cally important, but critical “in light of



contemporary biotechnological ef-
forts and international development
practice” (O’'Donnell, this issue).
The “charms and challenges” of
interdisciplinarity are taken up in
four book reviews that close out the
issue, expertly edited by Katherine
Harrison. Hilde Jakobsen reviews
Monique Hennink’s International
focus group research: a handbook
for the health and social sciences
(2007), providing a useful overview
of the ways in which focus groups
can be used to their potential, while
noting some of the method’s short-
comings. The next two reviews take
a look at recent work from a more
transdisciplinary approach. First,
reviewing Teresa Ortiz Gdmez’s
Medicina, historia y género. 130
anos de investigacion feminista
(Medicine, history and gender: 130
years of feminist research) (2006),
Agata Ignaciuk offers a review of
the work of “one of the pioneers in
applying and teaching feminist inter-
disciplinary methodology in the field
of history of medicine and science
in the Spanish context.” Second,
Beatriz Revelles Benavente re-
views Karen Barad’s Meeting
the Universe Halfway: Quantum
Physics and the Entanglement of
Matter and Meaning (2007), of-
fering readers a brief glimpse into
the complex work of the feminist
physicist philosopher and examin-
ing the ways Barad’s work has been
taken up in new materialist theory.
Finally, Francois Briatte’s review of
Jonathon W. Moses and Torbjgrn
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Knutsen’s, Ways of Knowing.
Competing Methodologies in Social
and Political Research (2007), fo-
cuses on the distinctive historical
approach to methodological inquiry
advanced by this text. Specifically, it
underscores the relevance of trac-
ing the intellectual and philosophical
lineage of social science disciplines,
and their associated methodolo-
gies, in order to situate the current
divisions, connections and debates
emanating from them.

Beyond Interdisciplinarity?

As the founding editor of GJSS
stated six years ago, “Discourse
over interdisciplinarity is thus an
essential, if largely unrecognised,
part of academic life, insofar as it
encourages the necessary flexibil-
ity of boundaries and connections
among disciplines” (Leonelli 2004:
iii). As we have seen in this and past
issues, the boundaries between
disciplines are indeed unclear. This
issue continues to blur the remain-
ing boundaries, asking: how can we
make cross-disciplinary encounters
more productive? What new meth-
ods might lend themselves more
readily to cross-disciplinary engage-
ment? And finally, should we move
past “interdisciplinarity” into a “trans”
or “post” disciplinary world?

Bruusgaard et al. conclude their
essay by stating that “we do not yet
consider ourselves to be transdisci-
plinary, but we do believe that this is
the path on which we are headed.”
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Like the members of the SSHRC
team, we hope this issue of the
GJSS takes us further along on our
voyage toward this goal. We also
want to acknowledge that there is
no clear path on this road, and that
we might not even want to move to-
ward yet another category — even
one as seemingly flexible as “trans-
disciplinarity.” Ultimately, however,
we are eager to continue toward a
place where all interactions across
disciplines have as their base “mu-
tual trust and respect.” We open this
issue, then, with the words of Gloria
Anzaldua, one border-crosser who
has inspired us both:

Caminante, no hay puentes,
se hacen puentes al andar.

(Voyager, there are no
bridges, one builds them as
one walks).
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