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Today I will be discussing the conditions for interdisciplinary integration and dialogue by building on three studies, two completed and one in progress, which have inspired my understanding of the process by which it is best achieved. The first study is a five-year collaboration between a group of social scientists from various fields charged with studying what defines and what produces successful societies. The second one is an analysis of multidisciplinary peer review panels and how evaluators reach agreement despite coming from vastly different disciplinary background.  The third one, still in progress, is a study of “successful interdisciplinarity” through a comparison of research networks funded by the MacArthur Foundation, the Santa Fe Institute, and the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research, conducted in collaboration with Veronica Boix-Mansilla and Kyoko Sato. 

In the essay defining the agenda for this conference, Lyn Spillman discussed the extent to which cultural sociology has been influenced by and is in dialogue with a number of fields. There is a huge variation in the extent to which members of our tribe participate in trading zone with non-sociologists. While some of us are unabashedly interdisciplinary, other clearly privilege theory building within sociology and dialogue with our disciplinary peers. Despite these variations, our field has been formed in relation to and opposition with how cultural analysis is conducted in cultural studies, anthropology, political science, and the humanities more generally. Our relationship with these other fields could very well be the object of an empirical study in its own right, based on a close analysis of episodes of dialogue and collaboration or open conflict across fields. This would not capture the whole story, as much of what happens is silence, with, for instance, cultural anthropology and cultural sociology often ignoring each other, like ships passing one another in the night, set on their own course. 
 Lyn encouraged us to think about the frontiers of cultural sociology and our relationship with other disciplines by using Peter Galison’s notion of “trading zone.” Galison developed this analogy for his detailed discussion of the practices of 20th-century physics. To understand the diverse groups of experimenters and theoreticians, he presents their interactions in terms of the economic trading zones between culturally disparate communities. Galison applies this anthropological metaphor to science and describes how actors from different scientific traditions can find common ground for their local exchanges, without global agreement. Building on linguistic anthropology, he describes how traders can come to a beach to exchange good and develop a share or pidgin language for this purpose.

An equally useful concept is that of boundary object, developed by Star and Griesemer (1989) to describe objects (repositories, forms, ideal types, terrain) that are shared and shareable across different problem solving contexts. Boundary objects are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites. They can be read differently by the different people who use them. The linguistic complement of boundary object is the notion of interactional expertise  proposed by Collins & Evans in their book Rethinking Expertise. It involves learning of the tacit and situated components of a practical skill or expertise through linguistic socialization among the practitioners, but without being able to practice the skill itself. In other words, scientists from different fields can learn to collaborate effectively without becoming contributors to each others fields.  

To complement these various notions, I would like to advance the notion of cognitive platform, which I define as a common definition of interesting and relevant research questions and appropriate research methods and tools that emerge among members of an interdisciplinary group as they engage in the process of collaboration. Drawing on insights from science studies, I view these cognitive platforms as collectively constituted and maintained and as having both cognitive and symbolic (emotional and identitary) valence. Drawing insight from pragmatism, I view their content as potentially unstable and blurred: although shared, actors attach their own research agenda to the common platform as they are moved by problem solving.  Their commitment to the platform may be very perfunctory, vary in intensity, and be guided by practical concerns (e.g., keeping the collaboration going) or by deeper, more permanent intellectual/personal principles and commitments. The stability of the cognitive platform is an empirical issue of interest: what are the factors that facilitate continued cross-fertilization? The survival or “success” of a platform results from blow-by-blow interactions, but is sustained or made possible by broader institutional and cultural contexts. Material resources are crucial, but so are institutionalized expectations about group interaction that are communicated to researchers by specific organizational contexts, as well as the scientific culture that the latter values, and that provide cultural models about risk-taking and discovery. Emotions and identities are also central: collaborators collaborate only if they find a way to sustain a self-concept they can live with in the context of the collaboration. The emotion and identity aspects are not present in the concepts of trading zone and boundary objects, and this is something that we need to factor in to understand how successful interdisciplinary collaboration develops.  
 In the comparative study of research networks, we want to help support productive interdisciplinary integration by understanding the phenomenon of integrative cognitive platforms in its emotional epistemic, cognitive, social and institutional dimensions alike. One must ponder: in projects where knowledge integration is deemed crucial, what cognitive coordination strategies and shared intellectual platforms enable successful interdisciplinary groups to integrate disciplinary perspectives? How do these groups establish and negotiate trust, authority, and belonging vis-à-vis their shared topical focus? What instruments do funding agencies have to facilitate institutional restructuring toward knowledge integration?  
             The notion of cognitive platform came to me as I was reflecting on my collaboration with a group of social scientists around the notion of successful societies. In 2002, we were contacted individually by CIFAR, a funder interested in developing a research program that would move the field of population health in a new direction. The field of epidemiology has typically taken as its point of departure the individual, and more recently, networks. Epidemiologists have spent considerable energy analyzing how the inequality (the wear and tear of everyday life) gets under the skin to produce huge discrepancy in health outcomes across racial groups, social class, and societies. They are not conceptually equipped to think about what difference institutions (e.g. welfare states, neo-liberalism) make, nor about the mediating impact of more inclusive definitions of cultural membership, or more powerful collective myth, on health, etc. It is to address these questions that epidemiologists, historians, sociologists, and psychologists were brought together by CIFAR. We meet three times a year and are developing various projects. The group includes scholars such as Bill Sewell, Ann Swidler, Peter Evans, Will Kymlicka and is headed by the political scientist Peter Hall and myself. The product of our collaboration is titled Successeful Societies; How Institutions and Culture Affect Health?, and will be published by Cambridge UP by next August.  
             Our collaboration began in 2003 with lengthy discussion about the term “Successful Societies” and whether we could use the term without being ethnocentric. We agreed that health outcomes (such as low infant mortality, high life expectancy) are particularly useful indicators of how successful societies are, and have spent the following years analyzing how various aspects of social life contribute to these health outcomes. To give only a few examples, Kymlicka considered whether pro-diversity policies have an adverse effect on redistributive policies. Swidler analyze why some African societies are better able to mobilize their population for AIDS prevention than others by appealing to collective identities. Bill Sewell analyzed the effect of the neo-liberal turn on growing insecurity and the political landscape. I analyzed how members of stigmatized groups transform group boundaries and greater social inclusion by redefining their collective identity, and challenging stereotypes. 

            I came to think of our mission through the Indian story of the five blind men who together are trying to picture an elephant. Each of us focuses on a specific part of the elephant – the trunk, the ears, the tail, but in fact the animal is defined by all of its part. So do we develop a complementary understanding of the contexts that may sustain successful societies. This elephant is our cognitive platform. Culture is a the center of our work, as cultural membership figures certainly more prominently in our definition than it does in other indicators of societal success, whether the GNP, the human development index, happiness surveys, or quality of life studies.   
             From the start none of us would claim ownership of the term “successful societies,” in part because it had been given to us instead of emerging from our interactions. Yet, slowly, we all made it ours and found ways to link the questions that truly move us intellectual to the common agenda. We became engaged by the question, stimulated enough by one another to want to continue to interact, even if we often did not agree. Our shared cognitive platform became a reality to which we would attach ourselves in a pragmatic fashion for the purpose of our collaboration. We did not have to sign our lives in blood to do so. We were not expected to entirely redefine our life work to do so. Our agenda intersect for practical purpose and sustaining this interaction requires emotion work, interaction, as well as cognitive exchange. The emotional part is crucial as people have to feel like talking to one another to do it well. That we all benefitted financially from being involved in the program also helped consolidate the group, but it is far from being the glue that kept us together. The prestige of the group and the quality of the mind of people around the table also was an attraction, but this would not have meant much had each of member been obsessed with their own greatness, instead of eager to exchange and develop something together. The answer to the collaboration is the emotional commitment to pursue a collective agenda together. The emergence of the shared cognitive platform results from this commitment, but also the freedom that individuals have to connect and disconnect from the platform as they please. We hang loose, being careful to create an intellectual space where everyone feels welcome, yet one that is circumscribed enough that the collaboration makes sense. The interactional dimension requires emotional and cognitive exchanges, to the extent that the two project directors are concerned with sustaining the investment of each member in the program – and this, particularly because our members have many opportunities for collaboration. Exchange is made possible because we interact pragmatically around the concept of successful society. We don’t have to promise to define our intellectual identities forever around it. Instead, we used it for the production of a volume, and will continue to use it in our common work for the next five years. But each of us may mean different things by successful societies. This ambiguity is essential to our continued collaboration. We learn from each other, but we also give one another room to breath and to take off when needed.

          My thinking on cognitive platform also developed in the context of my work on peer review, which will be published in a few months by Harvard UP under the title “How Professors Think: Inside the Curious World of Academic Judgment.” For this book, I observed and conducted in-depth interviews with academics charged with ranking stacks of proposals and identifying the most meritous for the purpose of funding them. Typically, individuals who don’t know one another are thrown together for a day or two in a windowless room in upper Manhattan. Although they come from a range of fields and don’t know one another, they share the task of having to coordinate their criteria and judgment so as to reach consensus on the best proposals, and this, in time to catch their flight home. In the hours they spend together, they develop a shared cognitive platform, here defined as shared standards about what defines good work. The first few proposals to be discussed take forever as this is when each panelist engages in presentation of self to signal to others who he or she is and what kind of proposals he is best qualified to judge, and should be given sovereignty over. Progressively, the group develops a sense of what matters to the other panelists, what kind of criteria are most valued, and what kind of argument should be made to convince one’s peers. 
This process is not only a cognitive one as panelists have to respect one another and learn when and how to defer if they are to build the kind of relationship that would facilitate the process. They also need this respect, built through listening if they are to be able to convince others that their personal favorite proposals are indeed worth funding. In this case, the cognitive platform is not fully develop or made explicit. It is more a shared sense of the taste within the group, plus a “group style,” to borrow from Lichterman and Eliasoph – a sense of how to go about things. The platform is cognitive to the extent that criteria of evaluation are at stake. Panelists have a pragmatic attitude toward evaluation, in the sense that they do not have to write in blood that they are forever committed to the criteria they use. Instead, they face the practical task of ranking a group of proposals. They do so within the practical constraints they face. They also hang loose, try not to antagonize the other members by putting down their favorite discipline or methodology. Here also, the process of construction of this shared cognitive platform is interactional as much as it is emotional and cognitive. This concept may complement the notion of trading zone because it is may be more explicit concerning the social processes at work and what is done emotionally to sustain collaboration.

A third context where this concept emerged is in a new project which I am conducting with Veronica Boix-Mansilla and Kyoko Sato. In this case, we have been charged with comparing the interdisciplinary networks at the MacArthur Foundation, the Santa Fe Institute, and the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research. The goal is to understand “Successful Interdisciplinarity,” i.e. to compare cases where interdisciplinary exchange takes off and work, and those where it does not. This project aims explicitly at developing the notion of cognitive platform and at comparing systematically how it operates across a number of research groups. Interviews are in process and it is too early to generate generalizations.  But we are interviewing scholars explicitly about whether and how their group works, and the place of emotion and cognition in making the collaboration possible. Hopefully I will have result for you when we meet for the 25th anniversary of the culture section!
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