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As funds grow scarcer for research in
Canada, the vulnerability of the social
sciences and humanities to budget
restrictions appears to be growing ever
greater. This has been a matter of
considerable concern both to the scholars
in the disciplines themselves, and to the
SSHRC. In the recent past, the CHA has
voiced that concern in communications
with the Council and in the pages of the
CHA newsletter.

While it is certainly the case that, for
some scholars, the solitary work of the
individual researcher remains the most
appropriate way of carrying out their
research mandates, it is also true that there
are many opportunities for historians to do
very valuable research in combination with
other scholars, and with other disciplines.
This article is concerned with laying out
some of these options in a general way, not
with arguing against the value of
individual research.

Interdisciplinary research has, in fact,
much potential for historians. In the
growing field of environmental history, for
example, there is a great deal of valuable
work that needs to be done by historians
working with sociologists, anthropologists,
and natural scientists particularly those in
the fields of biology and the earth sciences.
Problems of the mismanagement of our
resources most usually stem from past
perceptions of the environment and the
way in which those have come to be
accepted. As we witness a revival of
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interest in the work of Harold Innis, to take
just one example, the new fields of
endeavour in "Innisian studies" (as these
are coming to be called) are inherently
interdisciplinary, asking questions that are
best answered by researchers in history,
sociology and economics working together
with people in biology and related
sciences. Such work is "a natural" for
funding.

Another, and related, set of questions
that is being asked these days concerns
property and the nature of the ownership of
resources. Here, there is a natural
partnership to be formed with researchers
in legal studies as well as those in political
science. Whether this be over issues of
property in the sense of land claims (which
stem from historical situations) or the
ownership of so-called "common property
resources" and the need to manage these,
there are vital issues here that need the
investigatory and interpretive skills of
historians.

Compelling too, these days, are matters
of social equity and a host of issues
surrounding social benefits. The year after
the International Year of the Family draws
to a close, social historians will find many
issues surrounding present perceptions of
what the family "is", and what it "was",
worthy of detailed research. Politicians
and others talk cheerfully about the
"traditional nuclear family" - but historians
know that the roots of the nuclear family
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are less deeply rooted than our society
generally realises. How did families work
in Canada and in the countries and
societies from which Canada was made?
Were they different in different parts of the
country and at different times in its
history? Why? This whole research area
is inherently interdisciplinary as well as
topical and perhaps it is crucial for us to
know more about it as our social benefit
structures come under the budgetary
microscope.

These few examples come off the top of
my head and serve
only to show that it
is often possible to
ask an historical
question in an
interdisciplinary
way. We may or
may not like what
is going on in the
fiscal regimes in
which we find
ourselves  these
days, but the sad fact of the matter is that
they are going to be with us for some time
and, if we want to be successful in raising
funds, and in attracting students, we are
going to need - some of us at least - to be
pragmatic about how we approach the
search for research dollars.

That is an argument from pure
pragmatism. I think there is also a wider
one, which is going to be increasingly
important. The age of specialisation in
research may be ending - slowly and
unevenly, but none the less winding down.
More and more the questions that
researchers will be asking are going to be
rich and multi-faceted and the courses we
teach likewise are often breaking old
bounds. Witness the preponderance of
new studies: women's studies and native
studies are perhaps the most dynamic
examples at this time, but think, too, of
medical, legal, environmental,
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demographic, labour, public and other sub-
fields of history that appear year by year at
the Leammeds. This blossoming of sub-
fields is often taken to be a sign of
increasing specialisation, but it is, I think,
actually the reverse...or could be, if we
wish that to happen. It could be a first step
in the growth of interdisciplinary linkages
with other fields of research in other
disciplines where the value of the historical
perception is now being realised.

In the granting competitions these days,
we see small but increasing numbers of
applications from specialists in other
disciplines - quite often in the sciences - in
which funds are
being sought to
research the history
of (let me take an
imaginary
example)...the role of
women  in the
discovery of a
particular cure for a
disease. These are
usually not well
written, and not
funded, just because the historical
expertise is missing. But a joint research
proposal might have been solid, fascinating
and quite possibly fundable. It would have
supported students, encouraged the spread
of appreciation for what historians do, built
bridges across disciplinary divides, and
enriched our appreciation of the work and
interests of scholars around us.

Interdisciplinarity (and/or teamwork) is
not for everyone, and it is not for all sub-
fields in history, but it is a challenging and
interesting approach for some of us. It
would, I think, serve the discipline well
were we to consider it as something that
we will foster where we can and where it is
appropriate, not only to expand our
horizons, but also to allow us to make a
stronger case for the "pure" history
projects that we also need to protect.
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