
- 1 -

The Interdisciplinary Imagination
Liz Hublar
Master of Liberal Studies

lizutterback@gmail.com

Introduction To Graduate Liberal Studies 

Dr. Deborah Finkel (Faculty Sponsor)



- 2 -

From their first day of class, college students are 
indoctrinated into understanding academic endeavor in terms of 
opposing schools establishing the eventual separation of students 
into groups largely shaped by their course of study.  As students 
advance they are segregated from others who are studying fields 
differing from their own culminating in courses populated only 
by students in a specific major.  Upon graduation these students 
are awarded degrees in their fields--- they are now viewed 
as authorities of their discipline.  Educational achievement 
through the attainment of a degree is an honorable and worthy 
goal.  However, it may be argued that the education system 
has inadvertently created authorities who are only qualified to 
remain in the buildings apportioned for them at the university 
and speak to others who are similarly degreed rather than utilize 
their specializations effectively in the real world.  Reality rarely 
presents humanity with problems that are easily answered by 
the knowledge and theories of just one discipline.  Therefore 
these disciplinarians must be able to bring the expertise they 
possess into synthesis with knowledge from opposing disciplines 
if they wish to be useful.  Interdisciplinarity must be an oft 
reached for tool wielded to solve issues that may arise.  This 
tool should be kept well-oiled by nurturing an interdisciplinary 
imagination versed in theories and epistemologies from opposing 
disciplines that calls upon a canon of interdisciplinary learning 
and methods creating a holistic approach to problem solving.  

In 1959 C.P. Snow gave a lecture entitled “The Two 
Cultures and the Scientific Revolution” in which he spoke 
about the division of disciplines and how he believed this 
divide impacted both academia and the world at large through 
academia’s ability, or inability, to answer the world’s problems.  
Snow began by laying out what he perceived as the two cultures: 

“Literary intellectuals at one pole--- at the 
other scientists, and as the most representative, the 
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physical scientists.  Between the two a gulf of mutual 
incomprehension--- sometimes (particularly among 
the young) hostility and dislike, but most of all lack of 
understanding.  They have a curious distorted image of 
each other.  Their attitudes so different that even on the 
level of emotion, they can’t find much common ground” (4).

It is simple enough to understand to whom Snow is 
referring when he says scientists; however, the term literary 
intellectuals begs more than a cursory analysis.  Stefan Collini 
proposed that Snow was not simply thinking of novelists as 
literary intellectuals but of the elite class for whom a literary 
education prepared the path for political and social leadership 
and that this culture had a vested interest in the inferiority of 
science (Snow xxiii).  For Snow these two cultures, intellectuals 
and scientists, encapsulated the range of academic inquiry, and 
unfortunately could not be bothered to muster enough mutual 
respect and understanding for each other’s work to even carry 
on a substantive dinner conversation (Snow 3).  While literary 
intellectuals pined for a simpler time before the Industrial 
Revolution, scientists were optimistically creating solutions to 
problems of poverty and hunger (Snow 22-23).   

Some fifty plus years later Snow’s cultures are still alive 
and well but with a few new friends and more lively dinnertime 
discussion.  While Snow is correct in identifying the existence 
of disparate cultures within academia, he was sadly a bit 
shortsighted when he made the claim that only two cultures 
existed.  One need only take a stroll across a college campus to 
see that the facilities for sciences and intellectual studies have 
been joined by buildings for sociology, political science, business, 
etc.  Fields such as gender studies or pan-African studies are not 
disciplines that Snow could have envisioned as he was speaking 
prior to the Civil Rights and Women’s Movements of the 1960s 
and 1970s.  Furthermore, with all of Snow’s romanticism over 
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the Industrial Revolution, it is surprising that he did not propose 
business as another culture. Business must be counted as a 
separate culture given that it possesses its own worldview, value 
system, and epistemology centered entirely on profit.  This culture 
is clearly different than economics as its ethos is the betterment 
of only one actor in an economy rather than the entire system 
overall.  Perhaps Snow’s myopically optimistic scientific bias 
when considering the eventual implications of industrialization 
blinded him to the possibility that, someday, a culture would 
exist whose one intent is profit for a single nonhuman entity.  It 
seems that through the lens of time at a minimum four disciplines 
are present, and perhaps more if continual subdivision of kissing 
cousin disciplines such as gender studies and pan-African studies 
are further divided into their own cultures.  

When Snow was in school a literary education was 
emphasized.   However, in his 2012 Democratic Convention speech 
President Obama drew attention to the fact that the educational 
tables have turned with a call for recruitment of science and math 
teachers to propel the United States into a prosperous future.  
The phenomena that a liberal arts degree cannot possibly garner 
the types of well-paid jobs that a scientific education guarantees 
is similar to the realignment of the Democratic and Republican 
Parties in the post-Civil War United States (Snow 18). 

If the example of the realignment of American political 
parties is lost on the reader then a look at Northrop Frye’s 
concept of the educated imagination may be instructive not so 
much for an explanation of politics but the necessity of literature 
as a method of understanding, communication, and creation 
(Frye 15-16).  Frye believed that while science is constrained 
by the data that nature bestows, literature has a greater ability 
to communicate truth because the writer is not limited by what 
is real but only by imagination.  Imparting the truth of human 
experience is the highest pursuit for Frye: 
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“The poet’s job is not to tell you what happened, 
but what happens: not what did take place, but the kind 
of thing that always does take place.  He gives you the 
typical, recurring… universal event.  You wouldn’t go to 
Macbeth to learn about the history of Scotland--- you go 
to it to learn what a man feels like after he’s gained a 
kingdom and lost his soul” (35).

In his book Science and Human Values, J. Bronowski 
echoes Frye’s assertion that the arts are not restricted by 
the natural world as science is when he states, “…[T]hat the 
scientist does not merely record facts; but he must conform to 
the facts.  The sanction of truth is an exact boundary which 
encloses him, in a way in which it does not constrain the poet or 
painter” (28).  What scientists may communicate about truth is 
bound by what may be proven through fact, whereas the writer 
and artist are free to convey truth through fictional creations.  
While it is undeniable that art and literature both attempt to 
communicate the human experience, art is limited in that it 
supplies the observer with either visual or auditory information.  
Literature is the only medium that communicates solely through 
the use of words as symbols or touchstones meant to refer the 
reader to the wealth of previous “truths” brought forth by the 
literary canon (Frye 37).  This depth of meaning built on the 
solid foundation of an expansive and ever-progressing literary 
tradition is why Frye conceived the educated imagination as an 
imagination cultivated by literature.  

The educated imagination is needed because it provides 
the mind with the ability to understand truth in a context.  “What 
they need, and what they feel they need, is a quality of mind 
that will help them to use information and to develop reason 
in order to achieve lucid summations of what is going on in the 
world and of what may be happening within themselves” (Mills 
5).  In The Sociological Imagination, C. Wright Mills builds on 
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Frye’s concept of the educated imagination and molds it into the 
ever so slightly less snobby sociological imagination.  Instead of 
tagging anything that is “educated” with the label “literature,” 
Mills argues that it is not immediate human experience that 
individuals are struggling to comprehend but rather personal 
troubles within the context of greater social issues (Mills 8).  
Troubles may affect a person’s life within their own household, 
but what is needed is the ability to critically examine those 
troubles and identify if they are experienced only on the intimate 
personal level or if others are wrestling with these troubles as 
well.  The social imagination processes everyday problems and 
brings to light troubles which are actually social issues that 
must be addressed by humanity.  Mills agrees with Frye that 
the types of answers that humanity demands of academia are 
answers that do more than explain how or why cancer kills 
(Mills 15).  Humans also want to know how others felt when they 
lost a parent to cancer, how healthcare affected the experience 
positively or negatively, and what society can change to make 
that issue better.  

An interdisciplinary solution is beyond required, it is 
imperative to answer such broad questions.  No one discipline 
will ever be able to adequately address every problem in a modern 
society that has advanced beyond the village encompassing the 
globe and potentially beyond.  Science approaches a problem 
and searches for the hidden likenesses, whereas literature 
aims to perfectly communicate the human experience via prose 
(Bronowski 15).  Business attempts to maximize the profit the 
company is able to derive from the problem, and the social 
sciences work to place the problem within a social historical 
framework.  All of these perspectives are valid, and all of these 
methodologies are necessary to achieve any lasting solutions.  
Mills puts it this way, “…[T]o state and to solve any one of 
the significant problems of our period requires a selection of 
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materials, conceptions, and methods from more than any one of 
these several disciplines” (142).  

What is needed to build upon both Mills’ and Frye’s concept 
of imagination as the vehicle for ultimate academic fruition is an 
interdisciplinary imagination to address problems and spur the 
creation of new knowledge.  The interdisciplinary imagination 
is well versed in basic theories, epistemologies, and moralities 
belonging to at least two opposing disciplines creating a fertile 
and expansive canon of interdisciplinarity that prepares a 
practitioner to holistically approach any given problem emerging 
with a transdisciplinary solution.  Were an academic to possess 
such an interdisciplinary imagination that person would be able 
to pull together methodologies, values, and knowledge from 
different disciplines and create synthesis.  In Interdisciplinarity 
History, Theory, and Practice Julie Thompson Klein writes, 
“…[T]ransdisciplinarity signifies the interconnectedness of all 
aspects of reality, transcending the dynamics of a dialectical 
synthesis to grasp the total dynamics of reality as a whole” (66).  
A transdisciplinary solution moves beyond interdisciplinarity by 
assembling disciplinary tools and creating a solution that is new 
and cannot be contained by traditional specializations.    

In order to be termed an interdisciplinary imagination the 
mind must be familiar with two or more opposing fields of study. 
Specialties have been divided and further subdivided creating 
the existence of parallel disciplines.  These parallel disciplines 
are similar in methods, values, and vocabulary but have been 
separated by only a few characteristics.  An example is women’s 
studies and pan-African studies.  One field examines the role of 
women in society, whereas the other studies the place of certain 
racial minority groups.  There are so many correlations between 
the two fields one is left wondering why there is not a building 
labeled minority studies.  An interdisciplinary imagination 
calls for expansion beyond concepts that are analogous such as 
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those present within related disciplines and moves outside those 
boundaries to fields of study that might be viewed as opposing 
disciplines.  The interdisciplinary imagination must be so bold 
as to traverse unabashedly back and forth between Snow’s two 
cultures evaluating, discarding, and grasping concepts to piece 
together an interdisciplinary solution.

Once the incorporation of usable concepts has 
been completed synthesis may take place giving birth to a 
transdisciplinary solution.  “Transdisciplinary approaches… 
are conceptual frameworks that transcend the narrow scope 
of disciplinary world views, metaphorically encompassing the 
several parts of material handled separately by specialized 
disciplines” (Klein 66).  The transdisciplinary solution is a 
resolution that has been attained through the evaluation of 
the entirety of assets the participating disciplines offer.  Each 
concept has been weighed, balanced, and assessed irrespective of 
the precedence of its mother discipline and discarded or retained 
according to the necessities of the problem at hand.  

As it stands now synthesis of this type by only one mind 
is unrealistic given that most university degree programs are so 
extremely specialized that they do not offer more than a superficial 
or haphazard education in disciplines other than the student’s 
chosen major.  Proponents of interdisciplinary studies have 
suggested that interdisciplinary courses should be introduced 
from the beginning of the college career or in high school in order 
to prevent students from thinking solely in antiquated specialized 
modes but rather from an interdisciplinary perspective (Newell 
111).  However, interdisciplinarity implies that a discipline is 
being brought to the table.  It stands to reason that if students are 
going to be asked to evaluate problems from an interdisciplinary 
perspective that they must first become masters of a discipline.  
Upper level college classes, or more appropriately graduate level 
courses, are far more apt to effectively teach interdisciplinarity.  
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At this level students have assembled some disciplinary tools and 
will therefore be better prepared to succeed in an interdisciplinary 
environment.  Proponents of the traditional educational 
structure of specialization may argue that an increased focus 
on interdisciplinarity will eventually lead to a degradation of 
achievement.  If students are taught too many differing theories 
and epistemologies they will be less likely to reach the height of 
achievement that they would have had they not been distracted 
by another field.  However, this view holds little weight because 
the additional skills that an interdisciplinary student will 
emerge with will better prepare them to address a broad scope of 
problems present in the modern world.

For example, in just such a modern world, the concepts 
of American and Muslim are warring with both their shared and 
polar identities.  The common misconception is that being both 
American and Muslim is antithetical.  However, a student with 
an interdisciplinary education will easily discard this fallacy 
because that student will be able to evaluate both identities 
and understand the synthesis.  A more specialized student 
will struggle with the apparent opposition given the social and 
historical context of Muslim terrorism targeting Americans.  
Cultivation of an interdisciplinary imagination will pave the 
way for more creative solutions to crisis such as those created by 
Muslim extremist terrorism and American knee-jerk reactions 
towards Muslims.  The average person will begin to think in 
modes of duality where the poles are not right and wrong but 
only differing perspectives both worthy of consideration.  

Right now it is easier to think in polarities: right/wrong, 
yes/no, black/white, good/bad.  It is what Snow was doing 
when he identified only two cultures.  However, duality is no 
longer sufficient in a society whose access to information and 
ability to profess individuality is rapidly increasing.  While the 
interdisciplinary imagination is ideal and imperative to affect 
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problem solving if society is to progress at the rate to which it has 
become accustomed, it is not inevitable that interdisciplinarity 
will occur on an increasing basis. All four of the current 
disciplines, and other disciplines yet unforeseen or overlooked, 
will need to lend not only all of the worth of their specialties 
but also their humility and openness to opposing viewpoints 
if transdisciplinary solutions are to become the norm rather 
than the rare exception.  To allow society to continue to move 
forward and create solutions to problems such as terrorism, 
universities will have to create facilities for interdisciplinary 
studies and increase curriculum for students.  If universities 
will make this investment, the cost will be far outweighed by the 
benefits as cultures that barely spoke before will learn through 
the interdisciplinary imagination to become working colleagues.   
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