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In the future, the structures of knowledge will be different. Those born today will be 
raised in an environment where information flows freely in every direction, where networks 
redefine what individuals are and how they interact with others, where collaboration and the 
permeability of borders become a second nature that fundamentally restructures what kinds of 
thought are possible. We propose a signature initiative—Beyond the Two Cultures—to help 
orient Brown, the academy, and the world at large toward this future by addressing the essence 
of the issue: how categories and cultures of knowledge are formulated and maintained and how 
scholars might be encouraged to think beyond disciplines. 

The problem is deep-seated and complex. It has been more than fifty years since C. P. 
Snow lectured on what he called “The Two Cultures,” lamenting what he saw as a growing gap 
within education between the humanities and the sciences. Much has changed since 1959, but 
on campuses like ours, we still find ourselves aware that the types of questions posed by the 
physical sciences often seem different in kind from those deliberated by the arts and 
humanities—that facts, evidence, and interpretation mean different things to different 
disciplines, and that subjectivity, perceptions and emotions are valued in contrasting ways by 
the arts and sciences. In essence, students at institutions such as Brown are offered 
heterogeneous kinds of education, stemming from divergent epistemologies and a broader 
sociology of knowledge that has for the past two centuries encouraged specialization and 
professional disciplinarity. Noting this trend, the academy has recently embraced the notions of 
multidisciplinarity, interdisciplinarity, and, more recently, consilience. At Brown, both the 
Institute for Brain Science and the Cogut Center for the Humanities promote interdisciplinary 
research and teaching collaborations, and the recently launched Franke Program in Science and 
the Humanities at Yale is founded on this same principal of cross-discliplinary dialogue and 
research. Such programs point to a shared sense of purpose and need, but by its very definition 
the concept of “interdisciplinarity” negotiates border-crossings between the disciplines even as 
it leaves them intact. 

We propose a different approach. Teaching and research programs framed beyond or 
outside the structure of disciplines are much rarer, no doubt because conversations across the 
“two cultures” continue to be as difficult as they are rewarding. At Brown, one primary locus 
for such conversations has been the Program in Science and Technology Studies, which began 
over a decade ago as an ad hoc group of faculty in the sciences and humanities wishing to 
exchange ideas and research, learn about the new scholarship on the nature of science and 
technology, and host lectures and workshops on topics of shared concern. Faculty affiliated 
with STS have represented a broad range of fields and interests—MCB, Anthropology, the 
History of Art, Cognitive Science, Africana Studies, English, and History are some of the areas 
currently represented. Unlike corresponding programs at peer institutions, Brown’s STS 
Program never represented a sub-discipline within a department—as is the case where the 
history of science and technology develops as a track or specialization within a history 
department—but has always cultivated the more ambitious goal of engaged dialogue between 
experts in widely divergent areas of research, without allowing any one disciplinary voice to 
dominate.  

This proposal for a new Initiative, then, embraces and builds upon what has been 
successful and distinctive about STS to date, while equally addressing itself to the future and its 



demands for new ways of conceptualizing knowledge. Where fields and disciplines have 
traditionally been figured as things—sections of library shelves, buildings on campus, titles—
and interdisciplinarity as a kind of contact between these things, the way knowledge flows in 
the digital age will render this metaphor obsolete. Beyond the Two Cultures represents an 
opportunity for Brown to build an innovative program, one that looks beyond disciplinarity 
even as it deliberates what disciplinary knowledge is, has been, and might be. To do this, the 
program would identify an ongoing set of questions and problems that represent especially 
compelling ways to examine how cultures of knowledge work.  What is life? How is it defined 
as a question of biology, of consciousness, as ethics or philosophy? What is language, and what 
does it mean to a linguist, a dolphin, a computer scientist or a poet? How does creativity 
work—for a physicist, a diplomat, or an actor? Why do humans see each other as belonging to 
races? What is the function of aesthetics in physics, art, or music? What do we mean by 
“evidence” or “facts” in a historical essay or the interpretation of a novel, or “elegance” in the 
solution of a mathematical problem? Many of the proposals already appearing on the Signature 
Academic Initiatives website or mentioned at the November 9 forum, in fact, might be 
reimagined as one of these questions, e.g. creativity, race, water, ethics, robots, energy, 
engineering and society, the role of images in the production of knowledge, and 
data/information. Beyond the Two Cultures would address itself to such big questions in a 
discipline-neutral way, offering a space for scholars to think reflexively about how their own 
disciplines simultaneously limit and enable the production of knowledge. 

Beyond the Two Cultures would facilitate discussions and activities on multiple levels. 
First, each year two faculty members—one each from the sciences and one from the social 
sciences or humanities—would together lead a year-long seminar on a “big question.” The 
seminar we envision would bring together faculty fellows, graduate fellows, selected 
undergraduates, guest speakers, postdoctoral fellows and eminent visiting scholars or artists, to 
enter into a sustained conversation and pursue projects that challenge conventional disciplinary 
perspectives. In addition, scholars and students could propose projects, which allow practice to 
precede theory and demonstrate other models of how knowledge might defy disciplinarity. To 
stimulate both the seminar and the broader Brown community, we propose the creation of two 
Fellowships per year for new artists or postdoctoral scholars (one of whom will be pursuing a 
global or transnational topic) whose work engages the year’s theme in ways that question 
conventional disciplinary boundaries. Besides participating in the seminar, these 
artists/postdoctoral fellows would each teach one undergraduate course per year on the year’s 
theme. Each spring the seminar would culminate in a workshop featuring invited speakers, 
opening up the conversation to the wider community at Brown and beyond.  

Brown has long prided itself on its distinctive status as a university-college, a 
designation that signals its embrace of free inquiry and liberal learning derived and applied 
from diverse perspectives. Beyond the Two Cultures presents us the opportunity to self-
consciously deliberate and debate what this openness signifies for our students, ourselves, and 
the world beyond. 
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