
 

44th Annual Conference of the Architectural Science Association, ANZAScA 2010, Unitec Institute of Technology 

 

Uncertain politics: Agencies and ethics in 
a-disciplinary ecologies of practice 

 
 

Charles Walker 
 

Auckland University of Technology, New Zealand 
 
 
ABSTRACT: This paper introduces work-in-progress on a longitudinal, ethno-methodological case study of the 
process of establishing a new inter-disciplinary Bachelor of Creative Technologies (BCT) at Auckland University 
of Technology in 2008.  
 
The project-organised BCT curriculum draws together elements of art, interaction design, computing, 
engineering, mathematics, philosophy of technology, entrepreneurship and industry internships. The program is 
conceived as a “post-graduate program for undergraduates” or a “liberal education for the 21st century” which 
recognises that pervasive technologies lie at the heart of any modern cultural enterprise. Learning objectives are 
framed as research projects from Year 1, and intellectual independence is cultivated through active identification 
of contemporary issues leading to the formulation of new research hypotheses, methodologies and outcomes. 
The BCT has been recognised as ambitious or timely in challenging normative disciplinary boundaries and 
pedagogical practices, yet has also attracted initial scepticism. In discussing the contested evolution of the 
program, this paper will draw on interviews with situated individuals to highlight frequently overlooked institutional 
investments in the micro-politics of disciplinarity, and how these influence the wider academic, socio-professional 
and industrial ecologies of practice within which we operate. 
 
The paper argues that in these new, information-rich, a-disciplinary ecologies, ontological tensions will tend to 
manifest themselves inter-subjectively, reflecting aesthetic, social and/or ethical dispositions as well as 
disciplinary ones. This situation is compounded by the observation that the agencies of ‘professor’, ‘tutor’, 
‘learner’ or ‘peer’ are frequently contingent, inverted or fluid enough to confound increasingly fragile institutional 
structures of authority and their expectations for predictable learning outcomes.  
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INTRODUCTION 
In 2005, Auckland University of Technology drew together four existing Schools (Art & Design, Communications 
& Media Studies, Computing & Mathematical Sciences, and Engineering) into one new Faculty of Design and 
Creative Technologies. In 2007, the Faculty formed the Interdisciplinary Unit, a “virtual 5th school” to develop new 
experimental alliances, research collaborations and learning experiences across these overlapping disciplines. 
The BCT is seen as a key component of this larger interdisciplinary project. 
 
However, while there has been a noticeable revival of research into various forms of interdisciplinarity over the 
last decade, there have been relatively few sustained attempts to develop accounts of what it might mean for the 
day-to-day experiences and practices of academics, students, practitioners, administrators and other 
stakeholders operating across territorial boundaries of design education and practice.  This is perhaps doubly 
surprising when one also considers the differing motivations for interdisciplinarity, ranging from top-down 
imperatives from senior administrators seeking institutional efficiencies, to bottom-up, experimental or 
opportunistic approaches by academics responding to ontological and epistemological shifts.  
What is at stake here are the processes whereby certain institutional practices may be privileged, contested or 
marginalized. Methodologically, the paper acknowledges the influence of Pierre Bourdieu’s “reflexive vigilance” 
suggesting that situated agents must critically analyse “how power operates in career spaces ... in which they are 
themselves deeply invested” (Bourdieu 1992: 88–89). This reflexive critique of the agencies and structures of 
ones own day-to-day career practice has been little explored in design research. It offers  
 

… a small chance of knowing what game we play and of minimizing the ways in which we are 
manipulated by the forces of the field in which we evolve, as well as by the embodied social 
forces that operate from within us … and open up the possibility of identifying true sites of 
freedom, and thus of building small-scale, modest, practical morals (Bourdieu 1992: 198–199). 
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AGENCIES AND ECOLOGIES OF PRACTICE 
 

At another level, the BCT represents an ongoing search for creative, heuristic, hypothesis-driven or inquiry-based 
learning methodologies that might address Ernst Boyer and Lee Mitgang’s idealistic and much cited, but less 
heeded, call for   
 

“ a new language … driven by the conviction that the standards used to evaluate performance 
should be organised not so much around blocks of knowledge … as around modes of thinking: 
the discovery, integration, application and sharing of knowledge.” (Boyer and Mitgang 1996:66) 

 
However, the notable weakness of Boyer and Mitgang’s thesis is that it proposes a structure without agency. This 
is not untypical of educational research, which is commonly pitched at the macro-level of institutions, curricula or 
systems, leaving personal agency and the individual meaning-making of situated actors within real institutional 
contexts relatively unexamined. Elsewhere, John Robinson proffers two types of interdisciplinary “temperament” 
that he suggests are “derived from actual practice”. The first temperament is interested in “the inter-relationships 
among disciplines, in the intellectual puzzles and questions that lurk at the margins of established knowledge, 
and … the intriguing possibility of creating new understandings, drawing from established bodies of disciplinary 
thought” (Robinson 2008:72).  
 
For Robinson however, even though members of this group may seek to create new insights, the practice itself 
remains defined and delimited by academic disciplinary norms. By contrast, his second temperament revisits 
Klein and Newall’s (1996) ‘issue driven interdisciplinarity’ in so far as it seeks to address ‘real world’ issues and 
partnerships, as well as the co-production of “hybrid knowledge that does not primarily emerge in disciplinary 
journals, or in academic discourse alone”. Rather, this approach addresses social or ethical dilemmas that “do 
not seem to lend themselves to easy solution by traditional approaches or methods of analysis” and which force 
practitioners to navigate the “sometimes uncomfortable borderlands” between the academy and the larger world.  
(Robinson 2008:72).  
 
Robinson’s ‘temperaments’ recall Bourdieu’s habitus; an analytical tool that attempts to explain how the clusters 
of apparently objective relations that define any disciplinary field come to be adopted by individuals.  It describes 
a “schemata of perception, appreciation and action that result from the institution of the social in the body” 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:127). For Bourdieu, it defines a combination of “objectively subjective” identities, 
dispositions or temperaments that constitute individuals as socio-disciplinary agents. In this sense, members of 
any disciplinary group latently expect certain normative rules or values to operate within their field.  
 
This may partially explain the sceptical resistance to interdisciplinarity in academia. Such scepticism may be both 
principled (in relation to quality, professional accreditation or evaluation frameworks) and based in practice, in the 
form of disciplinary claims over objective knowledge domains. This scepticism raises further questions about 
whether or how interdisciplinarity may (or may not) be normalised or institutionalised; which in turn, may lead to 
disagreements over individual academics’ expertise or commitment to research agendas, time, reputation, 
promotion, risk and reward systems (Robinson 2008:83). 
 
At the Connected07 design education conference, Carvahlo and Dong (2007), following Bernstein (1977) and 
Maton’s (2004, 2006) “Legitimation Code Theory” explored the ways in which disciplinary knowledge, affiliations, 
or practices in design may be variously articulated as “epistemic” or “social” depending on agents’ socio-technical 
or disciplinary dispositions. 
 
This paper, after Anheier et al (1995), suggests that Bourdieu's original exegesis of the positions that individuals 
occupy within (inter)disciplinary fields might be more dynamically re-construed as ‘networks, or configurations, of 
objective relations among positions’. It is also argued that, within these networks of institutional structures and 
situated agents, individual academics must also negotiate three other relational categories, or constellations, of 
ethical affects which shape their individual and collective interactions with and within disciplinary boundaries. 
These three categories have been labelled in this study as authority, legitimacy and credibility. 
 
Authority is the power to dictate or influence practices, predicated upon the discursive framing of rules, norms, 
boundaries or possibilities within a given field. Authority is often invoked through the assertion of taken-for-
granted notions of disciplinary autonomy; or by appeals to discourses of objectivity, necessity, assessment 
criteria, portability of credentials, employer expectations and so on. Legitimacy is the name given in this study to 
the ethical affect that predicates adoption and implementation of normative practices, curricular structures and 
performance criteria on the basis of an acceptance of predetermined disciplinary authority and/or the 
endorsement of peers or administrators. From this, legitimation also is a tendency to ensure or normalise 
predefined educational outcomes through adoption of curricula designed in accordance with these discourses. 
However, the focus of this particular paper is to explore whether, or the extent to which, the ultimate credibility of 
a program can be seen to depend on the lived experience and day to day practices adopted by, or attributed to, 
situated agents within a particular micro-context. 
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It is argued that these fluctuating, continually forming and reforming contexts constitute what sociologist Andrew 
Abbott (2005) calls ‘ecologies of practice’; characterised by “sets of agents, sets of locations, and the relations 
between these “ (Abbott 2005:245). Abbott’s ecology can be understood in terms of “interactions between 
multiple elements that are neither fully constrained nor fully independent” (Abbott 2005:249). Despite disciplinary 
claims for autonomy and legitimate control of their knowledge bases or occupational boundaries, each is closer 
to an ecology; a complex interactional constellation filled with competing subgroups and ecological forces 
analogous to those driving the discipline.  
For the BCT, then, the merging of individuals or groups into a legitimate whole becomes less important than the 
coming together, sometimes only briefly, of ideas and agencies in overlapping constellations of knowledge, 
practices and ethical affects. 
 
This apparent lack of cohesion worries those who assume a teleological view of education; that there is an end to 
be achieved by acquiring a specific body of knowledge in a particular order.  

 
So, what, exactly, will students end up with? (Senior Academic, Computer Science) 
 

Indeed, much of the early discussion around the format and content of the degree was concerned with familiar 
“breadth versus depth” arguments or operational questions such as “How much programming content should it 
have? What level of maths will be required for entry?’    
 
Yet, for others, like Collin Gifford Brooke, any assertion of disciplinary authority as a way of fixing claims over 
knowledge and practice is misguided. Brooke, writing on digital media, suggests that the new creative fields that 
inform and are informed by these technologies do not simply provide designers with new modes of practice; 
instead they challenge us to re-conceive the rhetorical basis (as public claims to knowledge) of those practices. 
Brooke argues that a new “rhetoric of new media” is required to understand and explain our re-mediated (or inter-
mediated) disciplines. He, too, suggests that these should be considered as ecological, and advocates attention 
to interfaces and interactions as the sites and units of analysis (rather than the specification and management of 
ontologies or epistemologies). 

 
“The appeal of ecology as a conceptual metaphor is its ability to focus our attention on a 
temporarily finite set of practices, ideas, and interactions without fixing them in place or investing 
too much critical energy in their stability.” (Brooke 2009:42)  

 
Perhaps Brookes’ notion of rhetoric (which was, after all, one of the original ‘disciplines’) also performs an 
internal structuring function in design schools. By adopting this theoretical notion, it becomes possible to imagine 
academics and students of, and in, design institutions as participants and co-learners in an ecological system - 
as simultaneously creations and part-creators of it.   
 
The above is offered as partial introduction to the relational environment in which the BCT locates itself; a 
dynamic educational system that continually - and rhetorically - constructs, construes and re-configures itself 
under the influence of various agencies - individual or collective – that are both internal and external to the 
institutional environment. Moreover (as most studio instructors already know) such temporal, technologically-
mediated relationships and learning experiences are frequently engaged through what Linda Stone (2006) has 
called “continuous partial attention”. 
 
The implication here is that any evaluation of which institutional strategies are most appropriate – whether for 
research, teaching and learning, studio practices, or knowledge domains - becomes more complex since such a 
system will itself also generate epistemological pluralisms and agencies that transcend and challenge neat 
disciplinary categories.  This also suggests that any evaluative judgment is, of practical necessity, largely intuitive 
because such complexity cannot be easily modelled or reduced to pre-scripted parameters. What ‘works’ in one 
educational situation may not work in another, and may not even work in the same place at a different time. 
Thus, the BCT curriculum might be seen as contingent, subject to individual judgment and open to inter-
subjective articulations based in aesthetics or ethics. Or, more provocatively, subject to the rhetorics of style and 
taste. 
 
Moreover, while the BCT seeks to shift the traditional focus of creative enquiry from the individual (broadly, 
art/design-based model), to a more socialised notion of collaboration facilitated by technological convergence, 
the notion of our studio as a “collaboratory” - an evolving laboratory for collaboration and creativity -  must also 
recognise that education can foster complex, subtle, dynamic, risky and opportunistic relationships; between 
situated agents, methodologies, knowledge domains, technological developments, skills and applications. Such 
environments are often also characterised by a playfulness that makes it difficult - for some - to recognise, 
articulate or evaluate some of the experimental propositions that result from this as verifiable learning outcomes. 
Given the current international interest in both “creativity” and “collaboration” in numerous educational policy 
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documents and graduate profiles, it is appropriate and timely that the BCT initiates critical engagement with this 
“play” - not least by challenging institutional praxis.  

 
Students will end up with a Woman’s Weekly understanding of technology (Senior academic, 
Engineering) 

 
In reality, the students themselves are already more sophisticated than academics or administrators are in 
navigating this changing environment. Indeed, for Michael Singh, students are “the media of … connectedness 
… oriented towards the production of deep knowledge” as they discursively map the field, occupying and moving 
around and through programs and institutional spaces, and often appropriating learning experiences in ways the 
university may not have imagined (Singh 2005: 13-14) 
 
Singh also describes group-based multidisciplinary projects with their attendant awareness of teamwork and 
creation of learning communities, that invite students to “learn the vernacular, the cultural layers, the multiple 
Englishes, and the multicultural mediations used in the university” (Singh 2005: 13). 
However, while Singh’s international student subjects may provide parallel insights into interdisciplinary design 
practices, we cannot, as Singh says, “presuppose that educational policies, pedagogies, and politics that 
promote ‘boundary-crossing’ have self-evident, uncontested virtues” (Singh 2005:29). Interdisciplinarity, like 
international-isation, may also result in uncritical borrowing of approaches from other contexts — importing or 
exporting methods, pedagogies, practices or  assessment strategies; leaving students “confused about what to 
make of it all … adrift in this network with no beginnings, no ends …. and too much to know” 
 
The BCT encourages students to trace their material connections to the world - through texts, objects, machines 
and people. Yet revealing these connections also reveals a simultaneously myriad and mundane web of inter-
relations, inter-dependencies, inequalities and uncertainties; and raises complex questions about the limits of 
disciplinary knowledge, the shift of control of education from teachers or institutions to new learning networks, 
and from “essential” taught subjects to the ethics of inter-subjectivity.  
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
This paper has attempted to shift attention from the traditional focus on outcomes or products of an 
interdisciplinary program, to explore how academics themselves negotiate their own roles, in relation to others, 
within a discursive constellation. In this sense, interdisciplinarity can also be seen as a rhetorical practice; 
adopted or resisted by academics, students and administrators operating to construct what Bourdieu called a 
"space of possibilities", that "defines and delimits the universe of both what is thinkable and what is unthinkable" 
(Bourdieu 1988: 220). 
 
The process of developing the BCT effectively invited agents to creatively - and persuasively - assert, imply, or 
lead others to infer the value of its particular structure; not only in response to specific institutional aspirations or 
learning objectives, but also in relation to particular disciplinary sites, circumstances practices and audiences, 
who in turn offer the possibility of disagreement. In drawing out issues of authority, legitimacy and inter-subjective 
ethics, the interviews with academics also revealed rhetorical, normative and contingent aspects of their own 
practises; often highlighting the discrepancies between nominally objective arguments for curriculum design, 
content, approval or delivery and those that are affected (in every sense of the word) by individuals in legitimising 
their own disciplinary positions, knowledge, affiliations, or practices. 
 
In locating the situated practises of agents within a constellation of ethical affects, the study shows that while 
many academics are concerned to legitimise interdisciplinarity through appeals to discourses of knowledge, 
objectivity or quality standards – the ultimate credibility of the BCT depends as much on the ethos brought into 
being by the situated practises of individual agents. 
 
What would seem to be at stake here is the issue of whether institutional agencies are themselves capable of 
conceiving, engaging, directing or influencing interdisciplinary education at a philosophical or cultural level, and 
so stimulating new forms of practice and expression, or whether their role is confined to monitoring lower-order 
aspects such as skills acquisition and graduate outcomes. The contribution of this study, then, may well be to 
shift attention from disciplinary discourses of jurisdiction towards a broader field of possibilities for praxis. 
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