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to the ‘slow-goes’, the ‘no-goes” and, final-
ly, to the mentally-confused mo-knows’.
Whether marketing experts who demon-
strate such a complete lack of empathy and
respect for their customers can be success-
ful remains to be seen. The authors under-
line once again that the 50+-costumers rep-
resent an extremely heterogeneous group
compared to other age groups [see also
Wolfe and Snyder 2003].

The last chapter, by Florian Kohlbach-
er, Pascal Gudorf and Cornelius Herstatt,
argues that the Japanese silver market
presents an attractive opportunity for for-
eign (German) companies. Only a few Jap-
anese companies recognised around a dec-
ade ago that their country contained the
world's largest proportion of seniors. One
would expect that by now a large number
of Japanese and non-Japanese companies
would be exploiting the Japanese mature
market as an opportunity to raise their
turnover. However, neither local nor for-
eign companies can be found developing,
producing or selling products for older cus-
tomers in large numbers. The study pre-
sented shows that only one in five German
companies doing business in Japan offers
products or special services for older cos-
tumers. The authors argue that the vast ma-
jority of German companies acting on the
Japanese market have not yet reached their
potential. Kohlbacher and his colleagues
note that there are several reasons for this
but do not explicitly name them. What re-
mains is that companies not only forego the
chance to increase their market share in Ja-
pan, they also miss the opportunity to test
new products and strategies before some of
the European countries will overtake Japan
in the race of the world’s oldest population
[see also United Nations 2004].

The volume as a whole thus offers a
range of approaches whilst providing con-
cise overviews over the full range of issues
involved in the economic consequences of
the demographic change, if necessarily
succinctly. Whilst the key idea to combine
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theoretical and practical approaches is,

perhaps unavoidably, executed with vary-

ing success in the different chapters, it is

on the whole a readable volume which can

be recommended to both academics and
practitioners.

Dietmar Blesky

Procon Consulting GmbH

blesky@procon.at
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Robert Frodeman, Julie Thompson Klein
and Carl Mitcham (eds.): The Oxford
Handbook of Interdisciplinarity

Oxford 2012: Oxford University Press,
xxxix + 580 pp.

This impressive Oxford Handbook of Interdis-
ciplinarity is not an anthology of already
published material, but rather includes 37
new essays related to the many possible in-
tersections between disciplines. The co-edi-
tors explain their goal as follows: ‘to intro-
duce a greater degree of order in the field of
interdisciplinary research, education, and
practice by creating a work that will become
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a basic reference for all future attempts at
interdisciplinarity ...” (p. viii). And as Fro-
deman, Klein and Mitcham conclude in
their opening remarks, if interdisciplinarity
is commonly studied between two given
domains at one specific intersection (like,
say, the philosophy of science), we see that
interdisciplinarity in itself is rarely studied
for what it is, according to its specific dy-
namics, atleastin the Anglophone academia
(p.ix). Of course, interdisciplinarity was
discussed as early as the 1940s by influential
thinkers such as Jean Piaget [(1968) 2011]
and later by Edgar Morin [1999], two im-
portant authors who are barely mentioned
here in this handbook (p. 24) (for a variety
of perspectives, see Hirsch, Hadorn,
Schmied, Frischknecht [2011]).

The comprehensive ‘Introduction’
written by the three co-editors contains
many insights and interesting ideas. For in-
stance, regarding philosophy, the co-edi-
tors argue that social epistemology looks
like the most rewarding direction in the
study of interdisciplinarity; they also state
that nowadays philosophy seems to have
taken the wrong direction while it should
be the leader (or should have been leading)
in interdisciplinary research: ‘in an ex post
facto manner, the very search for and chal-
lenging of disciplinary standards is (or at
least was) philosophy’ (p. xxxi). A dynamic
table situates the grounds of the philoso-
phy of interdisciplinarity in the following
section (pp. 39-41). While there is no phi-
losophy of interdisciplinarity yet, we can
see how philosophical positions can frame
the ways in which interdisciplinarity is
conceived by either (1) realists and real-
constructivists, (2) rationalists, (3) method-
ological constructivists, or (4) critical theo-
rists (p. 39). This critique of the philosophy
of science reappears elsewhere from other
contributors (see pp. 193 and 504).

Most of the chapters are very strong
and instructive; the following pages will
only highlight some of the most inspiring
ones, leaving aside many excellent essays.

The Handbook of Interdisciplinarity comes in
five parts. The first section focuses on
knowledge production and epistemology,
providing the historical and philosophical
backgrounds which led to the differentia-
tion of knowledge into disciplines (p.5).
As the opening chapter reminds us, ‘up to
the end of the eighteenth century discipli-
nary differentiation is only secondary (e.g.
Medicine as part of Bacon’s Human Phi-
losophy)’ (p. 4).

Each chapter presents in a clear fash-
ion the basics and some of the main trends
of a specific topic, that is, for instance,
interdisciplinarity in religious studies
(Chapter 11), in science and technology
studies (Chapter 13), in media studies
(Chapter 15), or in ethics (Chapter 18). Al-
though there are many ways to conceive it,
interdisciplinarity is basically defined here
as ‘the capacity to integrate knowledge and
modes of thinking in two or more disci-
plines to produce a cognitive advance-
ment—e.g., explaining a phenomenon,
solving a problem, creating a product, rais-
ing a new question—in ways that would
have been unlikely through single discipli-
nary means’ (p. 373). But many authors in-
sist on the fact that there is no single, one-
size-fits-all universal method for interdisci-
plinarity; there are only ‘hints and rules of
thumb constituting a rough theory ...”
(p. xxxi). Chapter 2 offers a useful map-
ping of interdisciplinarity. Associate editor
Julie Thompson Klein situates multidisci-
plinarity, interdisciplinarity, and transdis-
ciplinarity in clear terms, which are respec-
tively ‘juxtaposing’, ‘integrating’, and
‘transcending’ (p. 16). Elsewhere, in Chap-
ter 19 (‘Design as Problem Solving’), multi-
disciplinarity,  interdisciplinarity, and
transdisciplinarity are ‘described as three
related yet distinct forms of knowing, act-
ing and thinking” (p. 283).

The second section of this extensive
handbook investigates the interdiscipli-
nary dimensions which already exist in do-
mains such as physical sciences, biological
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sciences, engineering, but also religious
studies, art and music research. Among
the most interesting contributions, Craig
Calhoun and Diana Rhoten’s chapter ‘Inte-
grating Social Sciences’ provides many
practical, methodological, and theoretical
remarks about the emergence of Area Stud-
ies as a clear example of Interdisciplinary
Studies (p.106). The third part contains
eight essays centred on interdisciplinary
knowledge. Sociologists and social scien-
tists will especially appreciate Chapter 13
on science and technology studies because
it revisits the salient works of Thomas
Kuhn, Bruno Latour, and Steve Woolgar,
which paved the way to the school of soci-
ology of scientific knowledge, emphasising
the influence of one book, Latour and
Woolgar’s Laboratory Life [1979] (p. 193).
This chapter is full of hints and sociologi-
cal demonstrations, noting for instance that
some very popular books in the field of sci-
ence and technology studies (STS) were re-
viewed in non-academic journals and mag-
azines such as Science, Nature, New York
Times Book Review, Times Literary Supple-
ment, thus allowing these interdisciplinary
works (and therefore interdisciplinary
thinking) to gain a wider audience through
these media (p. 197).

The third part of this handbook con-
tains some interesting case studies concen-
trated into thematical texts, shorter than
chapters (only 3—4 pages each), focusing on
examples and possible applications of inter-
disciplinarity into various practical actions:
an academic journal, a research centre, etc.
For instance, one of these boxes presents a
very dynamic research centre located in
Northern Germany, the Zentrum fiir inter-
disziplindre Forschung, in Bielefield (ZiF),
in which Norbert Elias used to be affiliated
between 1978 and 1984 (pp. 292-293). Its
principles of openness and international di-
alogue are creating interdisciplinary bridg-
es between ‘the natural and social sciences,
engineering, and the humanities’; and a
model of its kind in Europe (p. 292).

1018

The fourth part, ‘Institutionalizing
Interdisciplinarity’, is very important be-
cause these contributors are well aware of
the many resistances towards interdiscipli-
narity within academia, where scholars
who practice and/or promote interdisci-
plinarity are often left behind or rejected
outside their discipline(s). But as Deborah
DeZure demonstrates in Chapter 26, a pos-
itive change seems to be ongoing in many
universities, especially since the mid-1990s,
and “particularly in the humanities and so-
cial sciences, leading to the emergence of
constructivist teaching and assessment
methods’ (p. 375). Indeed, chapters 25 and
26 concur to argue ‘that interdisciplinarity
curricula are increasingly mainstream in
higher education’ (p. 375).

Giving the reader more than initial-
ly expected, the final section of this book
is focused on transdisciplinarity. This is
perhaps the most rewarding section. Many
uses and definitions of transdisciplinarity
are proposed. For instance, in Chapter 32,
we read that transdisciplinarity aims to
develop between scholars within a work-
ing team some ‘shared conceptual and
methodological frameworks that not only
integrate but also transcend their respec-
tive disciplines’ (p.474). Here again, the
authors situate and articulate the differ-
ences between multidisciplinarity, interdis-
ciplinarity, and transdisciplinarity, pro-
viding the basic methodological elements
in order to reach scientific quality and va-
lidity (p.474). And philosophy as a disci-
pline is praised in this 32nd chapter, being
‘by nature a transdisciplinary endeavor’
(p. 463).

Among many topics discussed in this
final section, two interdisciplinary do-
mains must be highlighted for social scien-
tists: environment studies and risk studies
(p.- 494). The chapter on the environment
concludes with some exciting tasks for
scholars in interdisciplinarity research, and
especially philosophers: ‘to construct the
new architecture of interdisciplinarity; to
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translate multiple disciplinarity argots into
a common language; to identify and codify
stakeholder values’, and finally ‘to make
the epistemological aspects of interdiscipli-
narity thinking (e.g. modeling) transpar-
ent’ (p.506). In Chapter 36, ‘Risk’, Sven
Ove Hansson argues that ‘in addition to
being interdisciplinary, risk studies have
another feature that will be of interdiscipli-
nary concern, they are strongly connected
with normative issues’, and that particular
dimension brings in other issues related to
acceptability and measurement of risks
(p. 536). As the author aptly demonstrates
in its interdisciplinary essence, risk is two-
fold since it ‘is both value-laden and fact-
lader’, as the things perceived as ‘undesir-
able” reminds us that ‘undesirability is a
value concept’ (p. 543).

There is no conclusion as such in this
hefty book, but every chapter carries its
own concluding remarks and future issues
to be addressed. My only quibble about
this otherwise excellent Handbook is about
its lack of references in languages other
than English. If scholars are aiming for a
knowledge that is interdisciplinary, inter-
national and possibly globalised, we
should as well try to include ideas from ac-
ademics who do not use English as their
language of writing and publishing. Here,
more than half of the contributors are from
the United States and very few are non-An-
glophones (with some notable and wel-
come exceptions from Switzerland, Fin-
land, Germany, Austria, Chile). The editors
ought to have targeted a broader spectrum
of scholars. This is of course easier to say
than to accomplish, and it might be the
next challenge for scholars in interdiscipli-
narity research.

One of the strengths of this book is its
highlighting of the interdisciplinary di-
mensions of many domains (and therefore
professions); for example in the 35th chap-
ter on law, broadly understood as ‘the re-
gime that orders human activities and rela-
tions through systematic application of the

force of politically organized society .../,
Marilyn Averill argues that ‘law thus con-
stitutes an early and unique form of
transdisciplinarity grounded in the crea-
tion and exercise of political and social
power’ (p. 522). In fact, almost every chap-
ter offers an interesting and original direc-
tion in the understanding of interdiscipli-
narity (and some authors generously give
more than one direction). A groundbreak-
ing book, this Oxford Handbook of Interdisci-
plinarity is perhaps the most innovative
handbook I have read in years. Any uni-
versity professor should read it, no matter
which field they are practising. This timely
book is perhaps the best cure against the
overspecialisation of some scholars that we
witness in so many fields nowadays. In
sum, Frodeman, Klein and Mitcham have
clearly delivered the merchandise in their
ambitious task to create a basic reference in
the field of interdisciplinarity studies
(p. viii). At this moment, there is no better
resource or more accurate reference book
in interdisciplinarity studies. This unique
handbook is obviously essential for univer-
sity libraries and will remain a basic read-
ing for generations of graduate students in
about any field.
Ywves Laberge
Groupe de recherche EA 1796, ACE
Université de Rennes 2
ylaberge@uottawa.ca
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