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Interdisciplinarity as Epistemic Expansion:
Contextualizing the Debate in Indian Context

Anup Singh Beniwal

Interdisciplinarity asapedagogical and epistemic practice hasacquired an added
focus, especialy with the advent and predominance of postmodern thought and
praxis. A contemporary buzzword, though in no way an altogether new
phenomenon, interdisciplinarity has become anew mantrafor the organisation
and dissemination of knowledgeininstitutes of higher learningin India. While
this hasled to much-needed convergence of disciplines by denting departmental
insularities, it also has tended to — wherever it has been adopted mechanically
or asan epistemic fashion— obfuscate the disciplinary distinctiveness and focus.
Conseguently, the debate on and around ‘ disciplinarity’, its meaning, purpose
and practice, hasbeen underlined by asense of apocal yptic premonition, cautious
optimism, pedagogical holism and epistemic utopianism at the same time. As
Joe Moran has averred, today this debate has been marked by an “intense
crises of knowledgeidentity” and has primarily evolved around the problematic
of pluralist aspiration versus disciplinary coherence (see Interdisciplinarity
for details). The contemporary Indian responsesto thisanxiety too have evolved
along with different epistemic positions.

The most obvious response that the advocates of interdisciplinarity forward in
its defence has a Tennysonianring to it:

“Theold order changeth, yielding place to new,

And God fulfilsHimself in many ways,

L est one good custom should corrupt the world. “ (Tennyson 416)

They seeininterdisciplinarity an evolutionary pedagogica panacea, acontinuous
convergence of new practicesthat should replace and replenish the old and the
worn out in sync with the demands of the new age and its customs. Thisideais
beautifully captured and reiterated by Allamalgbal thus:

Sach keh doon, Ai Barehman, gar tu buraa na mane

Tere sanamkadon ke but ho gaye puraane. (Igbal)

I'll tell you thetruth, O Brahmin,

if you won't take offence:

the idolsthat grace your temples

have ceased to make sense. (Translation by Dalvi Web)
Thereisyet another epistemic pedagogical position, akin but not similar to the
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onereferred to above, that rootsfor changein responseto the current knowledge
anxiety. The following poetic expression by Jaun Elia, a Pakistani poet, best
capturesthe existential ontological contours of this position:

Kya hai jo badal gayi hai duniya

Mein bhi to bahut badal gaya hoon.

Why rueif the world has changed

Haven't | too changed alot with time. (Elia80)

Drawing inferences from Elia’s poetic insight, it can be said that knowledge
construction, acquisition, and dissemination being functions of their moment,
man and milieu, are amenable to change with the changes in these variables.
The changing textures and structures of the knowledge mutate the nature of its
understanding and, asacorollary, one’sresponseto it requiresacommensurate
refit with the change. Interdisciplinarity, asadominant praxisof our timeshelps
realize that necessary knowledge refits.

Thethird interdisciplinarity manoeuvre derivesitsrationalefrom theidea
of knowledge as ‘historical palimpsest.’ It isintricately wedded to a pluralist
understanding of the self and the social. The advocates of this position envision
any given knowledge domainin complementary terms, i.e., every discipline of
necessity contains within it the echoes of others and that no knowledge is
autonomous, enclosed or complete by itself. Each disciplineismerely astage, a
transition from particular to general wherein one discipline ‘ diffuses’ into the
other to create a larger whole:

Meri-hasti-mein-tu bhi-shamil-hai
Tu-nahi-to-hai-kya-vajood-mera.

You too add to my identity

Without you what am 1? (Self-composed)

Thisideagives due cognizance to the variegated ‘ past-ness’ of the knowledge
domain and understands it as a historicised inter and intra-disciplinary truth.
OnceAbdul Ghaffar Khan, the Frontier Gandhi, was asked to explain hisidentity.
He had replied that he was thousands year old Pashtun, hundreds year old
Muslim and only decades-old Pakistani — he was a cumulative outcome of his
past and present. So is the case with any knowledge discipline and its
sedimentation through time. 1t continuously divergesfrom and convergesinto
new knowledge configurationsin time.

Thereisyet another interdi sciplinary-epistemic understanding that, cutting
through the disciplinary boundaries, cel ebrates theinherently democratic, almost
multicultural dissemination of disciplines in al their distinct yet symbiotic
reciprocity. It roots for a simultaneous effervescence of ideas where one does
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not negate or is insulated from the other but comes together and co-existsin
due recognition of each other’s particularity or distinctiveness:

chaman mefi ikhtilat-e-rafig-o-bl se baat banti hai

ham hi ham haifi to kyd ham haifi tum hi tum ho to kya tum ho.
(Sailani web)

The garden getsits meaning in the intermingling of smellsand hues
If oneis, and the other is not, the garden simply cannot exist.

There, however, do exist viewsthat contradict, oppose and challengetherationale
of interdisciplinarity as knowledge garnering praxis. One such position within
this epistemic category holdsthat all disciplinesare distinct in their knowledge
curvatures and hence ‘ possess,” and need to traversetheir unique paths, dharmas
and destinationsand that each one of these needsto keep itsindividual aspirations
and enclosures intact. The epistemic-ontological essence of this argument is
best expressed in Nizamuddin Auliya' s poeti c-spiritual wisdom thus:

Har-gaum-raast-raahe, deene-va-gibalagaahe

Man-qgibla, raast-kardam-bar-simte-qaz-qulahe. (Bahraich 73)
Each community hasitstruth path, dharma, and destination

But evenwithin thiswehaveindividual inspirationsintact. (Trandation
by self)

The above postul ates and positions notwithstanding, the epi stemi c-pedagogical
contentions that revolve around interdisciplinarity have not been resolved
conclusively in favour of any onetake so far. Most of us still continueto tread
the convenient pedagogical routes that tend to whimsically cut through the
“pluralist aspirations” of any knowledge and its anxiety for “disciplinary
coherence.” In the vein of Daag Dehlvi, a prominent Urdu poet, one keeps on
oscillating from one epi stemic-pedagogical position to another without knowing
or realising how or whereto arrive at in one’s quest for knowledge acquisition
and dissemination:

kaabe ki hai havas kabhi k{-e-butan ki hai
mujh ko 3habar nahifi miri miTTT kahafi ki hai. (Dehlvi web)

The contemporary pedagogical scenario, especially under the onslaught of
postmodern ethos has, neverthel ess, tended to shift its epistemic locus towards
interdisciplinarity. The knowledge spaces of our timesare marked by and betray
‘interdisciplinary anxiety’. It isimmediately visible in the ways conventional
literature departments are being rechristened or their course-curriculaare being
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designed, debated and revised. All these epistemic or knowledge building
manoeuvres/gestures have come to be mediated by extra-academic
considerations — part political, part commercial, part contextual and part
fashionable.

Inthe past few years, especially in thewake of postmodern thought taking
the centre stage and LPG (Liberalization, Privatization and Globalization)
mediating all educational sitesandinsight, there hasbeen an upsurgein market-
mediated, multi-skill coursesthat are being offered by theinstitutions of higher
learning. The interdisciplinary courses like MBA, ICT (Information and
Communication Technology), Bio-Medical Engineering or Engineering Physics
that are currently in fashion, happen to be the off-springs of market-oriented
and technologically driven epistemic weltanschauung. Their upsurge and
conseguent downslide — unlike conventional disciplines—isafunction of the
vagaries of the market. Most of these have been devised as courses wherein
skills were given preference over knowledge-making or wisdom, knowledge
packaging became more important than knowledge acquisition, and core
competence was sacrificed at the altar of horizontal cross-breeding across
disciplines. As a consequence, the resultant epistemic action shifted from the
basic to the applied, from the fundamental s to functionality, from the centre to
the margins and ‘ core competences were redefined and compromised in the
pursuit of knowledge‘hybridity’ and theidea of inclusivenesswas hijacked by
theidea of utility. The fact that interdisciplinarity as knowledge praxis works
better at the margin to reinforce the core was conveniently forgotten.

The current racefor the convergence of diverse knowledge has put undue
pressure on conventional Humanitiesand Socia Sciencesdepartmentsto reinvent
and update themselves. They have responded to this crisis through strategies
that have not always been knowledge conducive. One of the waysthis pressure
was sought to be offloaded was by rechristening the departments in tune with
the knowledge spirit of the times. Departments of English, for example, were
‘renovated’ as Department of English and Cultural Studies or Department of
English and Foreign Languages with an obvious aim to move away from their
disciplinary limitations and inter-departmental insulation to the so-called
interdisciplinary inclusiveness.

The epistemic spaces thus reinvented also required a commensurate
curricularefit. In most literature departments this refitting paved the way for
knowledge amorphousness in the name of cross-disciplinary enrichment. All
kinds of ‘studies’ — film studies, media studies, cultural studies, ethical and
moral studies, environmental studies, to name afew —have cometo piggy ride
on ‘literary studies'. As aresult, literature and its pursuit have acquired what
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may be termed as ‘ gunny-sack syndrome’ —just fill the sack of literature with
any ‘study’ and it till remains a sack of literature.

The question of ‘what to teach’ and ‘why to teach that’ — or in other
words what to include and what to exclude from the syllabi — too often turns
into an extra-academic game of ideological one-up-man-ship. The academic-
epistemic deliberations are reduced into azero-sum gameof political proclivities.
The political parochialism is turned into an ethical stance and an academic
insight to push one’spolitical agendain the nameof literature. Asaconsequence,
literariness or literature asinterdisciplinary epistemic and pedagogical valueis
vulgarised and is made subservient to the dominant power-as-‘the’ literary-
gaze. Even if one concedes that knowledge-economies have always been
mediated by power matrices of their respective times, it hardly validates those
extreme practicesthat tend to mechanically decide theliterary-epistemic worth
of a‘text’ merely intermsof itspolitical hue. Such political posturing does not
servethe cause of interdisciplinarity, let alonethe spirit of adiscipline. Theidea
of interdisciplinarity inter alia drawsitsjustification from the fact that no text
can be subjected to unilateral or absolute interpretation. This pedagogical idea
calls for a co-existence of ‘reading-cosmopolitanisms’ and ‘interpretive
pluraities eveninthosetextsthat may on thefaceof it seem politically antagonist
toany givenideological dispensation.

Theinterdisciplinarity —both asan ideaand praxis—thus, not only means
cutting across disciplines but al so recognising and respecting theinherent plurality
of any text or knowledge domain. It also demands a critical and creative
recognition of every singlediscipline as an open-ended and unbiased pursuit for
knowledge. Though interdisciplinarity hel ps expand the cognitive boundaries of
adiscipline, butif practiced uncritically or non-creatively or for extra-disciplinary
considerations, it has the potential to derail the very epistemic impetus.

v

Then how should the Departments of Literature map their interdisciplinary
routes? What possible paradigms and possibilitiesliterature as a discipline per
se makes available to its practitioners? As a literary praxis and a cognitive
concept, interdisciplinarity can be employed gainfully to address some of the
issuesimplicit in these questions.

Asaknowledge domain, literatureisuniquein that it straddles across all
other disciplines through its imaginative, narrative and discursive sweeps.
Literature both drawsfromlifeand transcendsit creatively and as such becomes
afit receptacle and carrier of interdisciplinary potentials that cut across fact
andfiction, thelived and thethought. Thisunique ability of literatureto subsume
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withinitsnarrativeflux ‘ the possible and the probable’ of lifethroughitsuniquely
endowed imaginative-meditative reflexivity is but another way of knowledge
creation. As such literature becomes and remains an ever new and overarching
discipline where disciplinary boundaries blur into other disciplines to create
knowledge cusps and interdependencies. Thisideaof literature asan inclusive
but a uniquely endowed inter-discipline that continuously revealsitself anew
may be gleaned and reiterated through the following poetic expressions thus:

hazar baar zamana idhar se guzra hai

na.i nal st hai kuchh terf rahguzar phir bhi. (Gorakhpuri 32)
This path has been oft travelled

Yet each traversal offers something new.(Trandation by self)

ham jis pe mar rahe haifi vo hai baat hi kuchh aur
aalam mefi tujh se laakh sahi t0 magar kahan. (Hali 9)
The one we crave for is unique to itself

Theworld aboundsinitslikenessbut can never beit. (Tranglation by
self)

nagshe-e-surat ko mitta kar ashna maani ka ho

katra bhi dariya hai jo dariya mein shamil ho gaya. (Aatish
web)

Forget the features and appearances, seek the meaning instead A
drop that mergesin theriver, isariver itself.

What makesinterdisciplinary pedagogical praxisasamenableto literary teaching
and understanding asdiscipline, thus, springsfrom itsinherent interdisciplinarity
both at the level of its production and reception. This unique endowment of
literature comes to the fore the moment we are faced with questions such as:
Isliterature/story possible without society? What is society if not anarrative/
story at a certain level? As a contested cross-section of cognitive and
communicative networks and discourses can literature be anything but
interdisciplinary?

As ateaching discipline, literature has always enabled the convergence
of disciplinary and interdisciplinary perspectivesunder itsrubric. Thisdiversity
and convergence constitute the disciplinary spectrum of literature across
University syllabi and foregroundsliterariness asan integrated, integrative, and
interrogative narrative and cognitive domain. Literary narratives, in their *truth
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components’ not only emerge as ways of thinking, emoting and reasoning but
also as modes of inquiry into the nature of knowledge, reality and life. It isnot
without reason that any cognitive foray in India would begin with the
communicative-narrativerider —“Let metell youastory ...” Inshort, itisthe
story that provides an ‘originary’ cognitive moment and a movement to an
average Indian to organise and explain complex matters of life and learning.

It isthrough the coming together of theimaginative and the theoretical as
aseamlesscognitivetool that literature buildswithinitself another interdisciplinary
possibility. This‘convergence’ of theory and the story, or this‘intraand inter’
disciplinary possibilities enter literature through asimple epistemic manoeuvre
that may be delineated as: when life enters a narrative it becomes a story;
when life is shaken out of the narrative it becomes criticism; and when story
and criticism evolveinto life perspectives across disciplines, it becomestheory.
However, thiswedding of theory and story needsadelicate cognitive handling
to emerge as an enabling pedagogical tool. It requiresreading astory astheory
and inturntransforming atheoretical sight into astory. Theory, evenif itsroots
lie outside literature, can open up an interdisciplinary window in the house of
literature. Comparative Literary and Translation Studies provideliterature with
such interdisciplinary windows. Since comparative pedagogies open cross-
language and cross-cultural possibilitiesfor literatures, theselearning possibilities
—intransporting stories acrosslanguages and culture— help tame* globalisation’
asamulti-cultural and multi-dialogical possibility and praxiswithin literature.

Further, literary studies cannot happen in a vacuum, they have to be
carried out within a context that isin sync with the spatio-temporality of its
episteme reception. As such literature departments have to transcend the ‘ Flat
Syndrome” they have created around themselves in order to realize in their
pedagogiesthe universality —their essential epistemic value—of their respective
universities and that of the discipline per se. However, they also need torealise
that interdisciplinarity isonly possible at the fringes of disciplinary boundaries
where transitions usually take place and need to be accounted for with some
kind of epistemic responsibility and pedagogical maturity. As Departments of
English, they cannot continue to bask intheir the old glories which are often
epistemic residues of colonial hangovers but need to open their windows to
other disciplinesin amanner and through such pedagogical strategiesthat they
are not blown off their epistemic grounds. While they need to keep the core of
their discipline intact, they also need to assimilate the new or the other within
their epistemic fold. Oneway to achievethis objectivewould be by establishing
inter-departmental dialogues, creating interdisciplinary interfaces, and forge
relationships of proximity with old and new knowledge domains. This strategy
would not only help English departments to update themselves pedagogically
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but also help them create new knowledge or at least customise the old in sync
with the spirit and requirement of times.

However, this creative potential of interdisciplinarity seemsto have been
subverted by Indian academic hinterland. Theway theideaof interdisciplinarity
has been practised in the classroom and incorporated into the research trgjectories
of English Departments|eaves much to bedesired for its execution asanuanced
learning praxis. At timesinterdisciplinarity has been turned into an onslaught on
the very idea of literature. Consequently, within such academic spaces one
tends to end up doing everything in the name of literature, but literature. The
PhD research being conducted in these departments has tended to reduce
literatureinto mere data, at best amechanical case study or extension of theory,
history or sociology. Instead of helping retain the spirit of literature or reaffirm
its identity, such studies turn it into an epistemic colony up for grab by other
disciplines. Such research foraysend up vandalising the spirit of literature both
as a discipline and an interdiscipline. They fail to understand the nature and
importance of literary imagination. They fail to distinguish between history and
historical consciousness, between fact and fiction, between truth and redlity,
and between psychology per se and psychological insight as creative pre-
requisites that have a bearing on the very essence of literature and literary
manoeuvres such as characterization, plot development and the narrative build-
up. Interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary study and research isrelevant and of
significance only if it complements disciplinary sensibility and helps create
cognitive interfaces rather than adesire for disciplinary appropriation. A man
of literature needs to teach Bhakti Poetry not as areligious text but as a poetic
testament of its and our times. To read it as an extra -literary text would
amount to misappropriating it within theliterary praxis.

V

Literature in itself is a contested cognitive space with its own aesthetic and
activist complexities. It can neither be asubstitute for other disciplines, nor can
it be substituted by other disciplines. However, by the very nature of its poetics
and aesthetics, it becomes a very creative medium for dialogic and symbiotic
interfaceswith other disciplines. These potentials can enable pedagogical inter-
practices by recognising cross-disciplinary importance of literary reading and
cognitive practices. One such interdisciplinary routeliesininvestingitsliterary
equipment —as away to nuanced and layered reading/understanding —in other
disciplinesto enhancein them the pleasure of reading, the aesthetics of writing
and the critical engagement with the rigours of imagination, thought and
perspectives. The other could be traced through the recognition of literariness
and literary knowledge asacomplex interaction of Ukta (What hasbeen said?),
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Anukta (What has not been said?) and Durukta (What lacks clarity?), and the
use of theseinsightsfor reading narrativesthat may bel ong to other knowledge
domains. A close reading of the text for hidden meaning or deeper resonances
—ausual reading practicein literature — enables aternate readings of any given
text outside literature. It also helps recognise and harness the ‘collective
meaning-making potentialities of literatureand investing Socia Sciencedisciplines
with these reading insights. It helps align the literary with the Social Science
epistemologies in/as context-text-reader or pre-text-post continuum. This
continuum findsitsvalidation from thefact that if thereisastory beforeastory
and after it, there is also a history before and after any given history. Turning
the potentials of astory into reading praxisfor narratives which do not belong
to the literary domain endow these other narratives with a transformative
epistemic potential.

Literature and its praxis, thus, makes available pedagogical trajectories
whereininformationisprocessed into knowledge, knowledgeisaimed at wisdom
and wisdomisinthe service of truth. Literary insights enlighten oneto thefact
that truth does not residein the facts alone, it lies at the intersection of fact and
fiction—and literatureisacommensurate disciplinary receptaclefor thisliminal
and multiple play of truth. It isthisintersection that makes any experience both
interdisciplinary and wholein literature.

VI

The contemporary literary corpus aboundsin interdisciplinary imagination and
creative practices. Science Fiction, Graphic Novels, Dalit Literature, Feminist
Literature, Post-Colonial Literature, Protest Literature, Historical Fiction—all
emerge from and depend on interdisciplinary insights for their creation and
consumption as literature. These literary insights, besides challenging the
conventional and outmoded systems of creativeimagination and critical thought,
enables oneto produce innovative pedagogical methodol ogiesthat open up the
existing literary notions for examination through new perspectives. But an
uncritical acceptance of this literary praxis may be a bad idea. Disciplinary
grounding remains aprerequisite for interdisciplinary competence.

However, there would always be a need for a reflexive form of
interdisciplinarity that recognizesitsown limitationsand artificiaity. Therewould
always be aneed to transform the di sci plines, encourage communi cation between
them or use them to create new intellectual configurations or alliances.
Interdisciplinarity, thus, needsto evolveinto away of living with the disciplines
more critically and self-conscioudly, recognizing that their most basic assumptions
can always be challenged or reinvigorated by new ways of thinking from
elsewhere. Itisalso arecognition of the fact that truth is not the patent of any
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one discipline and that all disciplines need to continuously engage with the
question ‘the why and what of the knowledge' . And interdisciplinarity should
also help us realise the wisdom of an epistemic enigma that postulates that
though the parts (here specific disciplines) congtitute awhole, yet it isthewhole
that is always greater than its parts.
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