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Widespread interest in reconciling the sciences 
and humanities now exists throughout the country 
and in California. In the CSUC system during the 
last several years, interdisciplinary teaching was 
mainly between disciplines which already had fairly 
well established relationships; the interrelationship 
between humanists and scientists on a fundamental 
level was small. 

Many teachers and researchers at Humboldt 
State University, who are excellent in their par
ticular area and who are at the same time willing to 
venture beyond their original disciplines, have 
come to realize that there exists a need to reconcile 
and to heal the structural gulf and the cognitive 
distance that exists between the thought of the 
scientist and the thought of the humanist. 

A cadre of a dozen interested faculty has begun 
meeting regularly, planning and encouraging a 
dialogue among the faculties of three schools and 
between the sciences and humanities. The Science
Humanities Liasion Group, with members from 
various disciplines, is ready to continue meeting 
with campus administrators. It hopes to make 
available carefully designed interdisciplinary 
courses to several score students each year, 
hopefully beginning in the 1980-81 academic year. 

This movement may also be seen as a response to 
a recommendation of the CSUC Task Force on 
General Education that "campuses consider the · 
possibility of integrative courses, especially at the 
upper division level, which feature the inter
relationships among disciplines within and across 
traditional general education categories, i.e., 
humanities, natural sciences, social sciences.'' 
(This has been called an integrative minor by both 
local and statewide general education study 
groups.) Students will not be discouraged from 
undertaking specialized major programs, but en
couraged to use their GE units to augment their 
majors by acquiring an understanding of intellec-

tual and historical content and continuity. It would 
be easy to argue that such an increased sense of 
awareness would serve to mold them into more 
knowledgeable and flexible, a.nd better, citizens 
working in their particular careers. 

A survey of faculty indicates that considerable 
interest in such a program already exists in the 
schools on this campus. Although some inter
disciplinary and team-taught courses do exist at 
Humboldt, they are usually confined within a 
single school or involve only two departments. The 
proposed project will be supportive of these other 
programs and hopes to draw on the experience of 
those who have taught in them. 

The fundamental objective of the project is to 
plan and implement an interdisciplinary program 
which will seek the causes of both the "broken cir
cle'' which destroyed the unity which once existed 
between science and humanities and of the 
"dissociation of sensibility" which alienates the 
human self in the western tradition, especialy dur
ing that tradition's last three hundred years. The 
cultural and spiritual trauma begins in the early 
school years when arithmetic, social studies, 
English, science and art are taugl)t in separate 
periods~ In their early teens, students are · taught 
these subjects in different rooms by different 
teachers. When a student enters college, his world 
is already classified by subject matter distinctions, 
and when he selected a major he is led into a sub
division of knowledge where he usually remains for 
at least two years. If graduate school follows, the 
student finds himself in a place where further 
compartmentalization takes place. The person who 
emerges from such a regime becomes a master of a 
small segment of knowledge. Thus. children are 
from infancy unconsciously but persistently 
trained by their parents and teachers to 
dichotomize modes of thought in step with the 
prevailing cultural tilt (prejudice) toward the 
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linear, logical and linguistic, and away from the 
spatial, aesthetic, and intuitive. What results is a 
reinforcement and perpetuation of popular notions 
of the scientists' obsession with amoral power and 
the poets' melancholy illusions. The scientist is 
liable to make impersonal decisions since he is seen 
as being wholly preoccupied with experiment and 
prediction. The humanist is then seen as one living 
in the past resenting technology and suspecting 
progress. His highly-trained aesthetic and 
philosophic skills are hoarded and he neither 
condescends or chooses to direct them to concrete 
or pressing problems. The scientist often sees 
himself as devoted to the pursuit of truth as 
defined by the ·objective and logical consideration 
of empirical data, while the humanist often sees 
himself as the servant of truth defined as the 
human perception of wholeness, harmony and 
luminosity, without regard for "heartless facts." 
Although the above analysis may be overdone and 
many persons are not so utterly divided, there is 
certainly enough truth in the contrast to warrant 
making serious attempts at correcting these 
perceptions and separations. 

The program objectives are to alleviate the 
problems of compartmentalization of knowledge, 
overspecialization of teaching, and trivialization of 
learning and to accomplish these objectives 
simultaneously through the cooperative efforts of 
various schools on this campus. Certain steps are 
necessary to accomplish these purposes. A one-day 
faculty retreat was held in June to identify the con
tent of areas of potential cooperation and to 
organize a structure for facilitating cooperation 
between faculties. Two faculty members will 
volunteer (and be designated) to prepare a faculty 
seminar for the winter or spring of 1981. This 
seminar is designed to enable faculty members 
from the different schools to discuss conceptual 
and methodological issues common to the building 
of an interdisciplinary program including both of 
these areas. The basic approach for this seminar 
will probably be a history of ideas approach com
bined with an anthropological view of the develop
ment of one's own culture. Implicit, rather than 
manifest values, would be the primary focus of the 
approach. The central focus of the faculty seminar 
will be some of the closely related problems of 
modern philosophy of science taken from the 
following: revolutionary changes. and normal 
growth in the sciences; study of conceptual systems 
of other cultures, with implications of the' study on 
our conception of the nature of science; the 
relationship between scientific claims and empirical 
evidence; unorthodox and proto-scientific 
thoughts; creativity in the sciences. 
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The faculty involved in the teaching program and 
the seminar will be asked to formulate their 
teaching objectives for the program; I would hope 
they would eventually evolve to a form which 
would include many or most of those which were 
adopted for a similar program (called NEXA) a 
couple of years ago at San Francisco State 
University. • 

They are: 

1. an awareness of key events, discoveries and 
innovations in the history of western culture 

2. an awareness of the paradigmatic nature of 
knowledge in the humanities and the sciences, 
as well as of those kinds of scientific knowledge 
that may be said to be cumulative 

3. a knowledge of the fundamentals of scientific 
inquiry, including the meaning of such terms as 
hypothesis, theory and law, observation, 
verification and proof 

4. a knowledge of the methodological principles 
and domains of inquiry within the humanistic 
disciplines, together with their traditions and 
systems of value; the difference between 
description and explanation in philosophy, and 
between appreciation and analysis in literature 

5. an awareness of the underlying modes of 
thought that find expression within a given 
period in diverse fields of activity, including 
science, humanities and the arts 

6. an experience of the complementarity of scien
tific and humanistic modes ·of knowing with 
respect to the conduct of life (e.g. the utility of 
knowledge about how the world may be 
manipulated vs. the utility of humanistic 
knowledge about how decisions affecting 
human welfare ought to be made) 

7. an introduction to new forms of under
standing that emerge from a convergent 
perspective on the record of human activity 
and aspiration, inc1uding a new appreciation of 
the individual, both as innovator and as a 
member of a cultural tradition 

8. a conception of the meaning of citizenship in a 
democracy that has become dominated by 
technological change, specialization of 
knowledge, and trivialization of education and 
public information 

A series of team-taught courses (perhaps three, 
four, or five courses of three to six units each) can 
be developed to bring together the faculty of the 
schools to address problems of an interdisciplinary 
nature which can be approached fruitfully by both 
scientists and humanists. Courses could deal with 



concepts (such as cosmologies and world views or 
time in human consciousness), sequences (such as 
the Copernican Revolution, the Newtonian 
Revolution, the Darwinian Revolution, and the 
Einsteinian Revolution) or issues (such as the 
"Revolution of 'seeing' in the Twentieth Century" 
with reference to quantum physics and parallels in 
art and literature or ''The Two Brains and Two 
Cultures'' seen as reciprocal modes of creativity, or 
''Science and Culture,'' including an examination 
of metaphorical thinking in the arts and sciences). 

The essential method of the planning program is 
to bring together interested faculty on a regular 
basis to explore an agenda aimed at developing 
courses which will bring the perspectives of both 
sciences and humanities together in a single 
classroom. Interdisciplinary programs which 
already exist at Humboldt, such as Linguistic 
Studies, Women's Studies, Religious Studies, and 
Ethnic Studies will not be undercut or duplicated in 
any way. The Cluster Program, for example, 
although it had fully integrated lower division 
interdisciplinary study as its goal, required a full 
sixteen-unit commitment from the students during 
the first year and nearly a full commitment during 
the second year. The science-humanities inter
disciplinary program proposed here will demand 
less extensive involvement, since the units for each 
course will most probably be between three and six. 

The courses will be developed from the 
beginning as an integral part of the general educa
tion program. When courses are offered, there will 
be an emphasis on sustaining a dialogue between 
an instructor in sciences and an instructor in the 
humanities. Bringing together diverging views will 
be the goal. The danger of too narrow a focus on a 
single topic will be avoided in order that courses of 
major and persistent problems of our cultural 
tradition can be examined. Very broad or eclectic 
approaches will also be avoided because they often 
tend to lead to superficiality or reductionism. On 
the other hand, we believe it is possible to note a 
phalanx of concrete issues which possesses central 
and enduring importance within our cultural tradi
tion. Fundamental and broad concerns that cut 
across separate disciplines can serve to encourage 
students to develop a wider view and the capacity 
of the individual for creative synthesis of self
education. 2 We can look for instructors and 
students who are both tough-minded and resilient 
enough to struggle toward common synthesis at a 
location which cannot be exactly defined or clearly 
seen in advance. Before this can be done we must 
break through what Alfred Whitehead calls ''ques
tions of secondary generality which conceal an 
agreement upon first principles almost too obvious 

to be capable of expression. " 3 We do not hope to 
create topical models of courses (e.g. "Sub
Saharan Africa: Change and Conflict" or "The 
Agony of the Urban Ghetto") because while such 
courses offer specific focus and opportunity for 
cross-disciplinary cooperation, they do not often 
grapple with. hidden, major and persistent quan
daries of our cultural tradition. We also wish to 
avoid the charge of creating eclectic courses (e.g. 
"Science and Humanities in the Twentieth Cen
tury'') because the vast range of such courses 
places them in jeopardy of being only shallow and 
reductive. Maintaining a common focus will be 
paramount and a "layered" approach to presenta
tions will be shunned. To derive and maintain 
organized cooperation between humanists and 
scientists, working on and scrutinizing subjects of 
mutual interest and concern, will be no mean ac
complishment. It is vital that all faculty involved 
meet periodically to continue the dialogue begun 
during the retreat and to supplement and 
disseminate the progress of the staff seminar. Such 
meetings not only help morale but they also allow 
for important feedback in order to make it less 
likely that developing problems will be ignored. 
This program should not be seen as an attempt to 
eradicate specialization but to transcend it. We will 
remain aware that despite the best goodwill in the 
world, convergence and agreement will not be 
possible in all instances and in all quests. Clarity of 
disagreement can illuminate various complement
ing views even when a shared language of quan
tification or description remain out of our grasp. If 
we cannot howl at the moon in unison, we can at 
least bask in the warmth of the same sun in our 
individual ways. 

A corollary objective of these meetings is to 
form a group, diverse in background, interest, and 
age, and to shape each member of it into a person 
who will share the common goal of alleviating the 
two culture split. The group will investigate the 
problems of getting a firm start in the direction in
dicated in the description of the primary objective. 
There will be a concerted effort to get a commit
ment of support for the program (or for other 
study groups) from an even larger number of 
faculty. 

Another anticipated outcome of the seminar will 
include detailed knowledge of areas of competen
cies of faculty and an evaluation of where they 
reinforce or complement each other. Faculty 
development should allow the staff to evolve in in
dividual disciplines. Tolerant understanding can 
displace mystified acceptance of colleagues' 
endeavors. Faculty research into interdisciplinary 
questions will be fostered. There will be a search 
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for common aeas of agreement shared not because 
of specialized training or traditional institutional 
compartmentalization, but because we are living 
and human and our lives are organized in many 
ways by both changing and fixed beliefs. 

'Many of the arguments for the NEXA program have been used in this 
paper. They appear in various reports and proposals prepared by 
Michael Gregory and others at SFSU between 1974 and 1980. 

2Emphasized in MIT Commission Report (1970). 

'Whitehead, Alfred North. Adventures of Ideas. 

14 


