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Preamble 
 
I’m calling this the launch of what would become a wider and deeper exploration of the histo-
ry of interdisciplinarity at the University of British Columbia (UBC) in Vancouver, Canada. This 
early goal is to establish a foundation, then discover and fill the gaps. Also worth pursuing in 
future are the short- and long-term costs and benefits of the organizational changes that oc-
curred, lessons that could be of value both to UBC and other universities. 
 
This launch takes an ethnographic approach to focus principally on the stories of 26 inter-
viewed individuals, all with long experience on the interdisciplinary side, as well as to draw on 
a handful of existing historical records. Collectively, these interviewees and records have cre-
ated a robust, albeit rough foundation for understanding how the University gave birth, culti-
vated, and then dramatically restructured support for interdisciplinary research and teaching.  
 
Worth pursuing in future are many more interviews with people not yet reached who can of-
fer even greater depth and richness to this history, and by then reflect from a somewhat 
longer experience on the actual impact of change. Or as one person put it when attempting 
to answer the question of how these changes were affecting their work, measured on two 
critical terms: (1) the support they get, and (2) what intellectual freedom is allowed: 

“Ask me again in 15 years.” 
 

To provide context for what follows, let me begin with a quick historic summary. 
 
A Brief History 
 

Although all universities, including UBC, over their histories have established what are intrinsi-
cally interdisciplinary units, e.g., landscape architecture, chemical engineering, geography, 
international relations, psychology, etc., most have perhaps more naturally fit into existing 
faculties, and thus not been immediately labeled “interdisciplinary.” 
 
The first visibly identified interdisciplinary unit at UBC was a graduate program in community 
and regional planning created by Peter Oberlander in 1949 and placed in the Faculty of Gradu-
ate Studies (FoGS) only six months after FoGS had been created. His reason for pushing it into 
this particular faculty, and not one of the existing disciplinary faculties, is that the program 
drew on subjects from several other faculties, and therefore didn’t fit comfortably into any 
one of those. FoGS, however, had no such limits. Then two years later in 1951, he created the 
School of Community and Regional Planning, moving it also into FoGS.  
 
Over the next half century, the interdisciplinary research and teaching units in FoGS grew to 
30, though over the decades, cumulative totals were even higher given that some units had 
been moved, combined, or disbanded. 
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Situating Myself 
 As my approach to this history is partly auto-ethnographic, and as the 
reader should be aware of my role in this write-up, let me situate myself.  
 Back in the early 1960s when I entered UBC as an undergraduate stu-
dent, the Faculties of Arts and Science were one Faculty. Because I in-
tended to concentrate on the arts side, I filled my schedule with all the 
courses that interested me, including ones offered by such memorable 
teachers as George Bowering and Peter Oberlander. However, as this joint 
Faculty required me to take a course in Science, the only one that fit my 
calendar in the first year was Zoology. 
 As this course was taught by one of the most engaging of professors, 
Ian McTaggart-Cowan, later Dean of Graduate Studies, I wound up gradu-
ating with majors in English and Zoology. Years later, I concluded that I 
was probably a serendipitous-disciplinarian, not an inter-disciplinary one. 
 A few years after that, however, my early background might have 
helped me to be hired into the recently created interdisciplinary Institute 
of Animal Resource Ecology (the word “Animal” being forced on the title 
by Botany, which at the time did not want to be part of this Institute). As 
one of the early international units tackling the emerging global issues of 
ecology, I got to work with Bill Rees, David Suzuki, Peter Larkin (who later 
became Dean of Graduate Studies, then VP Research), and other world-
famous researchers, with the Institute’s Director, Crawford (Buzz) Holling, 
as my boss. 
 IARE became an internationally renowned centre for the study of 
ecology, greatly enriched by the student movement of the 1960s, as well 
as the Viet Nam War in the late 60s and early 70s, which brought some 
valuable young people and faculty members to Canada to avoid being 
conscripted into the US armed forces.  
 In the late 60s, the Institute created an interdisciplinary graduate pro-
gram in ecology which attracted students from across North America, 
many of whom went on to do dramatically valuable work in protecting the 
planet. One of these, Paul Watson, created the Sea Shepherd Conserva-
tion Society, and later helped to create and for years work on Greenpeace.  
 Another student in the program who had noticed how narrowly fo-
cused were the standard academic disciplines across the institution, 
commented in the graduate seminar that “UBC was a golf course from 
reality” – a statement that was embraced enthusiastically by all, and re-
peated for years after. 
 It was a wonderfully enriching time.  
 Some years later I went off to work in other universities and museums, 
coming back to UBC in 1988 where I did my MBA, worked at the Museum 
of Anthropology, and did my PhD in the mid to late 1990s in UBC’s Individ-
ual Interdisciplinary Studies Graduate Program (IISGP). Soon after gradu-
ating in 1999, I was hired by Dean Frieda Granot as Assistant Dean in the 
Faculty of Graduate Studies (FoGS), responsible mostly for the interdisci-
plinary side of the house, though also doing research and communications 
on the graduate education side. 
 All went beautifully smoothly for the first five years, until 2005 when 
VP Academic, Lorne Whitehead’s scrutiny of the placement of interdisci-
plinary units in FoGS became highly visible, but created much turbulence. 
Then in 2006, Dean Granot resigned, creating for the rest of us more in-
stability, for over the two years following her departure, I found myself 
reporting to twelve different bosses, including one who was there for one 
day, and another who after ten weeks died in the men’s room. 
 Finally, with the creation of CFIS in 2007, things calmed down, but 
after a couple of years, I was terminated on the basis of “restructuring,” 
and four years later, the life of CFIS ended.  
 Given that I was no longer on campus, I have only recently learned 
what happened to the interdisciplinary units, and their faculty and staff, 
with the interviews that contribute to this history. 

Then in 2004, Vice President Aca-
demic and Provost, Lorne White-
head, began a review of the loca-
tion of these interdisciplinary 
units in the same Faculty as the 
one overseeing graduate educa-
tion. In 2007, UBC Senate moved 
the units into a newly created 
College for Interdisciplinary Stud-
ies. CFIS existed for six years, 
then was closed in 2013. At this 
time, each of the interdisciplinary 
research and teaching units was 
moved into one of the existing 
disciplinary faculties. 
 
Launching Events and Stories: 
 
The events and stories that I can 
cover in this early paper include 
what I learned from talking with 
26 of the more than a hundred 
individuals who have some con-
nection to the launch, growth, 
and organizational changes at 
UBC.  
 
But first, let me express my deep 
appreciation for the time and 
wisdom they generously shared. 
 
Specifically, our conversations 
covered people’s interpretations 
of interdisciplinarity, how they 
came to undertake interdiscipli-
nary research or support such 
work, what their experience had 
been in the Faculty of Graduate 
Studies, how they perceived the 
creation and move to CFIS and 
later to disciplinary faculties, and 
what difference, if any, it had 
made to their work. A few former 
Deans and a former President 
generously offered their 
thoughts on the changes. 
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Why Come to Interdisciplinarity? 
 
Why individuals chose to enter interdisciplinary work at UBC varied in interesting ways. The 
most common reasons offered included people’s desires to tackle specific and usually com-
plex environmental, social, or human problems, problems which were not being tackled ade-
quately or at all by the more narrowly defined or tightly focused traditional disciplines.  

“As a result of disciplinary boundaries, I was unable to approach ecology from the 
human perspective. For example, in such disciplines as zoology, human beings were 
not considered part of nature. But when I received an offer of a joint appointment 
at UBC between SCARP and Resource Ecology, it fit my interests far more appropri-
ately. So my ‘education’ didn’t begin until after my PhD!” 

 
Others had taken paths that included starting their studies in institutions which offered a 
wide mixture of disciplinary courses, an approach that then became a natural part of how 
they would continue in their research and teaching. 

“I moved into interdisciplinarity in my undergraduate work at the U of T where I 
could pick 40 courses from any part of the university. When I heard a faculty mem-
ber say that ‘one had to be disciplinary before shifting to interdisciplinarity,’ I heard 
that as ‘wrong’!” 
 

Others learned lessons in their early jobs about constraints and even potential dangers of 
limited disciplinary knowledge.

“I learned how disciplines can be limited during my early years working on the  
Apollo mission, which involved all kinds of disciplines working together on the  
project. As a result, I recognized that even my own discipline was limited.” 

“My early studies in math led me to work in the mining industry in South Africa 
where mines were deep and earthquakes were created. So to analyze these prob-
lems, mathematics became applied. By working with others over four years, I 
learned a new and more useful language.”

 
What is Interdisciplinarity? 
 
Exploring the tales that had brought so many individuals to undertake, support, or manage 
interdisciplinary work at UBC, opened up a deeper discussion of what “interdisciplinarity” is 
really about. What virtually everyone argued is that interdisciplinary work focuses on complex 
problems that narrow disciplinary work cannot fully understand and thereby solve. For exam-
ple, it was not enough to be a fisheries scientist to understand fully how to protect fish in the 
oceans if they didn’t have input from economists who could understand and explain how the 
industry worked, and what that meant to the problem of fisheries depletions. 
 
By collaborating with economists, fisheries scientists could collectively produce much more 
valuable work. For some, they eventually even learned enough about economics to not need 
as intense collaboration with the other discipline. But often a third or a fourth discipline 
needed to be added to understand, say, international issues of oceans, societies, and fish 
stock. Collaboration became a permanent approach to dealing with such complex problems. 



     As an aside, unexpected 
input from an anthropo-
logist suggests that “they 
are the only true interdisci-
plinary discipline – from 
socio-cultural anthropology 
and archaeology to linguis-
tics and physical/biological 
anthropology. This disci-
pline allows us to be econ-
omists as well as zoologists 
(e.g. studying the sexual 
habits of chimps.)” 

“Interdisciplinarity has always been strong in solving problems. Disciplines are nar-
row and easier to research. Big problems are much harder to take on.” 

“While disciplines are very important, interdisciplinary projects need a high level of 
such knowledge to solve problems, but must also be able to interact collaborative-
ly. So it’s better to have more than one researcher writing up the research, or alter-
natively, one person with knowledge in both areas.”

“No one discipline has the key. But when one opens up across disciplines, the an-
swers come.” 

 
An interesting discovery were the collaborations of Applied 
Mathematics, a field that touched on virtually every other faculty 
at UBC given that departments in Arts, Science, and others often 
needed to work with Applied Math experts to complete aspects 
of their own research – so perhaps one can say that this is the 
“most interdisciplinary” or integrated of any of the units. 
 
As an aside, this Institute was created and forced into FoGS in 
the 1970s because the Department of Mathematics considered 
itself pure, and rejected any applied version of its discipline. 
 
Another common aspect of interdisciplinary work was connecting with the community or 
communities. So ignoring the university’s walls seemed natural. In fact, as one person pas-
sionately argued, UBC has three pillars that support its goals – research, teaching, and com-
munity – and though the first two are recognized and rewarded for promotion, tenure, and 
other merit ratings, the last is not. 

“Contributing to community is not recognized, much less rewarded. As the university 
ignores this third strategic pillar by continuing to tie promotion and tenure to nar-
rower disciplinary criteria, it is making a tactical error.” 

 “Faculty members struggle with the tension of wanting to broaden their work, but 
remain restricted by watching the rules and regulations for promotion and tenure.” 

 
When asked specifically what the word “interdisciplinarity” meant to each person, many sug-
gested “transdisciplinarity” was a more accurate or meaningful word because it better de-
scribed integration, though some others hung on to the word because it identified the broad 
movement and its historic place in this academy. So a fair amount of confusion still exists, 
though much of it is well covered in the literature on interdisciplinarity (see reference list).

“If interdisciplinarity suggests that disciplines become intertwined, but perhaps 
remain intact, then trans-disciplinarity would suggest that disciplines come to-
gether in a loosely collaborative group, not only with a focus on the spaces between 
the disciplines but also those outside the collective.” 

“Disciplines are too narrowly focused. They miss things. While multidisciplinarity 
could be seen as a mosaic where each point is distinct and separate from others, 
interdisciplinarity became more of a montage or a blend, of once clear points now 
overlapping with others.” 



As the creator of 
Quest University, a 
fully interdisciplinary 
or integrated universi-
ty in Squamish, BC, 
where integrated 
knowledge is intro-
duced to all students 
in their undergraduate 
years, Strangway’s 
version of the three Is 
might be confidently 
embraced by all. 

A number of people described interdisciplinary versus disciplinary work in useful visual ways. 
One, who in his undergraduate work focused on the environment and health, learned that: 

“Most trajectories are ᴖᴗ ᴖᴗ ᴖᴗ ᴖᴗ , so nothing is straight.” 
 
Another provided this strong image, relevant to his unit as well as in other complex problem 
solving areas:  

 
“The vertical bar provides depth of knowledge, and is legitimate at the university. 
The horizontal bar provides breadth, but is not legit.” 

 
Out of this rich perplexity came a thoughtful consideration offered by former President David 
Strangway who suggested that the word “interdisciplinarity” itself was beginning to sound 
like a separate discipline. He preferred “integration,” but then added that three Is are even 
better:     Intimate 
     International 
     Integrated 
 
“Intimate,” he suggested, describes the drive or passion that indi-
viduals undertaking interdisciplinary work bring to their focus on 
complex environmental, social, and human problems. “Internation-
al” means that problems to be tackled are not always local, but that 
looking outside the academy to elsewhere in the world allows these 
complex problems to be better understood and addressed. And “in-
tegration” describes how individuals with their specialized discipli-
nary knowledge need to work together with those who can con-
tribute other disciplinary knowledge to deal with the complexities 
of this world. 
 
Then to contribute further to these three Is, came another person’s suggestion of three Cs:  
     Commitment 
     Cosmos 
     Collaboration 
With this afterthought: 

“…though I’m still working on finding a better middle word to replace Cosmos.” 
 
How UBC’s interdisciplinary work fits into a broader history was explained by Strangway this 
way: 

“In the 20th Century, disciplines started dividing into smaller and smaller pieces, 
with different disciplines becoming finer and finer, while still remaining as distinct 
disciplines moving into increasing specialization. The 21st Century is an era of inte-
gration of disciplines to solve problems given that no one discipline has the an-
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swers. This transition is difficult at universities because narrower and deeper 
knowledge is needed for deep specialization (e.g., an elbow and shoulder doctor), 
but also needed is to cross these boundaries. Universities are divided into depart-
ments and faculties. The world is not.” 

 
The Interdisciplinary (or Transdisciplinary or 3Is or 3Cs) Life 
in UBC’s Faculty of Graduate Studies (FoGS) 
 
As introduced above, life in the Faculty of Graduate Studies for UBC’s interdisciplinary units 
began shortly after FoGS was created in 1949, mere months before Peter Oberlander intro-
duced a graduate program in community and regional planning.  
 
When he looked around to consider where such a program should sit, he soon realized that 
none of the faculties could properly house a program that drew on subjects from multiple 
disciplines. As he then noticed that the Faculty of Graduate Studies had just been created, and 
as his was a graduate program, he suggested it go there. It was accepted by then Dean Henry 
Angus. 
 
Then in 1951, his program grew into the School of Community and Regional Planning, which 
Oberlander proposed also be placed in FoGS, a move that President Norman MacKenzie ap-
proved. In 2007, not long before he died, Professor Emeritus Peter Oberlander gave a power-
ful speech entitled “More Than 50 Years of Interdisciplinarity at UBC: Advancing Interdisci-
plinarity,” which describes in lively terms how his School became internationally successful, 
and how it advanced other programs and units from it. 
 
When asked at his talk how interdisciplinarity became the basis of teaching and learning in his 
soon to be created Community and Regional Planning program, he responded: 

“UBC like most North American universities were bastions of silos (some still are), 
protected by insurmountable firewalls from the possible infection of related and 
inter-dependent knowledge, information, and experience. The answer is serendi-
pity, accident, incidence, obstinate individuals, and the essential necessity of solv-
ing real-world problems and emerging professional practice – and creating a new 
profession.” 

 
Once he was established in the Faculty of Graduate Studies and started to teach planning to 
architects, he noted that he got  
 “full co-operation to all courses and subjects, but subservient to none.” 
 
In the years that followed, other interdisciplinary units also moved into FoGS. In the 1960s and 
1970s, the Genetics Program, the Institute for Animal Resource Ecology, Institute of Applied 
Mathematics, the Individual Interdisciplinary Studies Graduate Program, and Institute of Asian 
Research were established. In the 1980s, IARE was closed, but then in the 1990s and 2000s 
came thirteen more, while two former units merged into one. By 2005, the number of inter-
disciplinary schools, research institutes and centres, colleges, and graduate programs rose to 
thirty, with 83 faculty appointments and many more adjunct and associate researchers. 
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Faculty of Graduate Studies Annual Report 05/06 
Schools 
      School of Occupational and Environmental Hygiene (SOEH) 
      School of Community and Regional Planning (SCARP) 
Research Units (Centres and Institutes) 
      W. Maurice Young Centre for Applied Ethics 
      Institute of Applied Mathematics (IAM) 
      Institute of Asian Research (IAR) 
      International Collaboration on Repair Discoveries (ICORD) 
      Institute for European Studies (IES) 
      Fisheries Centre 
      Institute of Health Promotion Research (IHPR) 
      Human Early Learning Partnership (HELP) 
      Centre for International Relations (CIR) 
      Liu Institute for Global Issues (LIGI) 
      Media and Graphics Interdisciplinary Centre (MAGIC) 
      Institute for Resources, Environment and Sustainability (IRES) 
      Centre for Women’s and Gender Studies (CWAGS) 
Colleges 
      Green College 
      St. John’s College 
Programs 
      Applied Mathematics 
      Asia Pacific Policy Studies 
      Community and Regional Planning 
      Buddhism and Contemporary Society 
      European Studies 
      Genetics 
      Individual Interdisciplinary Studies Graduate Program (IISGP) 
      Interdisciplinary Oncology 
      Neuroscience 
      Occupational and Environmental Hygiene 
      Resource Management and Environmental Studies 
      Software Systems 
      Women’s and Gender Studies 

This growth of interdisciplinary units 
held within FoGS was supported strong-
ly by Presidents: 
     Walter Harry Gage             1969-1975 
     Douglas T. Kenny             1975-1983 
     George Pederson             1983-1985 
     David Strangway             1985-1997 
     Martha Piper             1997-2006 
Of these five, Strangway’s influence 
during his term as President brought 
the most dramatic growth. 
 
These Deans of FoGS were actively sup-
portive of their interdisciplinary units at 
the same time as overseeing graduate 
education across the entire university. 
     Henry F. Angus  1949-1956 
     Gordon M. Shrum   1956-1961 
     Frederick H. Soward  1961-1964 
     Ian McTaggart Cowan 1964-1975 
     Peter Larkin   1975-1984 
     Peter Suedfeld  1984-1990 
     John Grace   1990-1996 
     Frieda Granot  1996-2006 
     Ann Rose (pro tem)  2006-2007 

 
Also highly supportive were the members of the advisory board, 
the first such board set up by Dean Frieda Granot. They very much 
enjoyed coming from across the country to meetings at which they 
could learn about the work done by interdisciplinary researchers. 
These board members also contributed significant donations to 
FoGS, not necessarily personally but via their broad national and 
international connections. 
 
So taking account of these Presidents, Deans, faculty members, 
and board members collectively, the overall statistics, such as do-
nations, grants, and appointments matched or surpassed the top 
achievements of UBC faculties, particularly over the last ten years. 
 
On the first point – donations – amounts received frequently came 
in higher than any other UBC faculty, including Arts, Science, 
Sauder School, and others that were much larger than the interdis-
ciplinary units in FoGS – though less frequently above donations to 
Medicine. Some of this exceptional intake could be attributed to 
the relevance to many if not most donors of problem- and/or 
community-focused interdisciplinary research. 

FoGS Advisory Board - 05/06 
    Dr. Yvan Allaire 
    Hon. Jacob (Jack) Austin 
    Dr. Patricia Baird 
    Dr. Robert Blair 
    Mr. Donald A Calder 
    Dr. David Dodge 
    Dr. David Dolphin 
    Dr. Peter Y.L. Eng 
    Dr. Haig Farris 
    Hon. John Fraser 
    Ms Nancy Harrison 
    Dr. Chaviva Hošek 
    Ms Mary Jordan 
    Mrs. Nezhat Khosrowshahi 
    Dr. John MacDonald (chair) 
    Hon. Roy MacLaren 
    Dr. John H. McArthur 
    Dr. J. Fraser Mustard 
    Mr. Youssef Nasr 
    Dr. Peter Nicholson, C.M. 
    Mr. Michael Phelps 
    Dr. Saida Rasul 
    Dr. Donald B. Rix 
    Dr. Jeffrey Simpson, O.C. 
    Ms Susan Smith 
    Mr. Frank Stronach 
    Dr. Hugh Wynne-Edwards 
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On the second point – grants – even more impressive was that the per-faculty member grant 
intake was higher in virtually every recent year than any other faculty at UBC, including Medi-
cine. 
 
And on the third point – appointments – there were stories of research stars somewhere in 
the world who would only take on a role at UBC if it was in FoGS, and not in one of the disci-
plinary faculties. In addition, FoGS was able to attract the first women into newly created 
Canada Research Chairs. So apparently there was something positive in how people outside 
UBC perceived the research benefits offered in the interdisciplinary units in FoGS. 
 
The research undertaken by these faculty members can also be rated first class. One of these, 
and possibly widest known, was William (Bill) Rees’ creation of the ecological footprint, a 
concept considered one of the world’s leading measures of human impact on nature. Other 
such new, innovative, and brilliant research produced by faculty in the interdisciplinary units 
must be included in what follows this brief paper. 
 
As already noted above, how people talked about the support they received during these 
years were highly positive, especially in terms of the support they received from the Deans. 
Though many Deans received strong praise, as the last Dean in FoGS, memories were easier 
and the number of faculty who lived through those years was higher.

“Many of those outside FoGS were envious of the whole. It was a great environ-
ment.” 

“FoGS protected the interdisciplinary units from other Deans when collaborations 
across disciplines sometimes touched on departments in their Faculties.” 

“The unique nature of FoGS was that people could work on policy and community-
related work as well as connecting to audiences across UBC. What made this a dif-
ferent entity was that FoGS had faculty appointments, so not just temporary col-
laborations.” 

 “If we had any need or any kind of problem, Frieda [Granot] would immediately get 
to work on finding support to help fix the matter.” 

 “I remember how very successful Frieda Granot was as a champion who set a high 
bar. It was a time of the best financial and other support.” 

 “Deans such as Peter Larkin and John Grace wrote very powerful arguments in 
support of the continuation of interdisciplinarity within FoGS when Senate, often 
driven by the other Deans, demanded justification for this unusual set up.” 

“Having monthly meetings of FoGS unit directors in Green College was very inspira-
tional.” 

On the less positive or more challenging side, promotion and tenure reviews for interdiscipli-
nary faculty members relied on collaboration between the various units given that there were 
not always a sizeable number of faculty members in any given interdisciplinary unit. However, 
as a result of the high quality of the research of these interdisciplinary faculty, most cases 
forwarded to SAC were approved. 
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Another downside or challenge for interdisciplinarity was getting published, especially in long-
run, well established publishers. This was not easy for interdisciplinary researchers given that 
publications had been based for decades on disciplinary topics. 
 
Nonetheless, despite some of these constraints within the structure of UBC and the academic 
world, UBC’s interdisciplinary faculty members were highly successful, including, as noted, 
being well supported financially by both donations and research grants. 
 
Creation of and Life in the College for Interdisciplinary Studies (CFIS) 
 
In 1997, President David Strangway stepped down to be replaced by Martha Piper. In 2004, 
Lorne Whitehead was appointed to replace Barry McBride as Vice President Academic and 
Provost. In his first year, Whitehead began contemplating the restructuring of FoGS; then in 
2005, he issued a document entitled “Complementing Disciplinarity and Serving Society: Op-
tions for Academic Growth at UBC.” (See copy attached.)  
 
The purpose of this document was to  

“solicit input from the UBC academic community on an important emerging topic 
. . . committed to facilitating the integration of teaching and research across dis-
ciplines in a manner which honours disciplinarity, creates the best possible learn-
ing environment for our students, empowers our professors and serves society” 
(p.4). 

 
The document proposes four options to consider, each described in detail with extensive ad-
vantages and disadvantages offered for each. These four options were: 

Option One:   Enlarge a Distinct Home for Interdisciplinary Units 
Option Two:   Distribute Independent Interdisciplinary Units 
Option Three:   Accept Interdisciplinary Units into Disciplinary Faculties 
Option Four:   Central Support for Independent Interdisciplinary Units 

 
What becomes obvious in reading these options is that a decision to remove the interdiscipli-
nary units from the Faculty of Graduate Studies had already been made before the document 
was distributed for broad university input. And although factors for assessing these four op-
tions are listed in significant detail (p. 19), the reader can visualize FoGS as a 5th option, but 
then become confused about why this was not part of making major organizational change. 
Also unclear is understanding the role of committee members listed in the document. 
 
The process within FoGS, and perhaps elsewhere, was turbulent. In 2006, a year before her 
term ended, Dean Frieda Granot resigned. Then a year later, in 2007, UBC Senate created a 
College for Interdisciplinary Studies (CFIS) and moved all interdisciplinary units into this new 
entity. 
 
The mandate of CFIS would be to “facilitate and support interdisciplinarity campus-wide, and 
as part of that mandate, to serve as a place for the creation, development, and dissemination 
of new and important scholarly activities which advance the interests of UBC as a whole….” 
(CFIS Annual Report 2006/07, p.4). 
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The argument made for creating a “College” as opposed to a new “Faculty” is that the Uni-
versity Act only permitted 12 “faculties” to exist at UBC. The interdisciplinary units would have 
become the 13th.  

“The curious part of the creation of a ‘College’ for academic research and teaching 
units was that the title ‘Faculty’ remained for an administrative entity – graduate 
education. In other words, why did Graduate Studies not lose its ‘Faculty’ status 
given that it had no faculty appointees, and instead be named the same way as the 
University’s undergraduate services? It would have helped to acknowledge CFIS as a 
true faculty within the University’s limit of 12.” 

 “As soon as the College was established, we knew it would not last. The title itself 
and the fact that the ‘Dean’ became a ‘Principal’ made it clear that this entity was 
low status, not something worth keeping.”

 
During the next few years as the College was being reviewed and more permanent leadership 
was sought, there was less than expected support from interdisciplinary faculty members to 
support CFIS and move things forward. Perhaps as a result of this reaction, or other decisions 
or uncertainties yet to be explored, the turbulence in CFIS continued for six more years as 
finding its ultimate role and structure was less than efficient and effective. 
 
Opinions from most sources to this study suggested that they were aware that other Deans 
were behind this change to FoGS.  

“Deans wanted some of the financially and academically interdisciplinary units in 
their own faculties. What right had FoGS to keep these units to themselves?” 

“Working against FoGS was money – they brought in more grants and donors than 
most faculties, thereby perceived by ‘predatory Deans’ as taking donations away 
from them. In other words, if all these dollars are going to FoGS, then if FoGS isn’t 
there and no longer deserving, then those dollars will go to them.” 

“Granot often had challenges at the Deans table, where she didn’t have the regular 
support of other Deans the way other faculties enjoyed.” 

“It was Frieda Granot’s success as a Dean in overseeing the interdisciplinary units 
that moved other Deans to push the Vice President to make this change.” 

“Senate agreed to a 5-year review period for CFIS, but did not agree to support it.” 
 
However, the matter of moving interdisciplinarity out of FoGS didn’t simply start with any re-
action to Frieda Granot specifically, but had been imposed on Graduate Studies Deans for a 
couple of decades. Often and even regularly, they were asked to justify the existence of these 
units in their faculty. In looking at some of the effective arguments these Deans had made, 
they had obviously won.  
 
Then in 2006, and even though John Grace in 2005, in response to Whitehead’s document, 
had offered a powerful and detailed argument in support of not breaking up but retaining the 
interdisciplinary units in FoGS (see attached), an argument that received no response from 
the Vice President’s office, clearly something had shifted at the University. 
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Comments that came from people about this period were as turbulent as the transition itself. 
For example, the organizational change from FoGS to CFIS was judged from perspectives 
such as: 

“Interdisciplinary faculty were seen as ‘fat cats’ for not teaching undergraduate 
classes – a fact only partly but not fully correct. But it made for a winning argu-
ment.” 

 “The whole process suffered from poor strategic thinking.” 

“The restructuring was a waste of time created by unfortunate and unfair politics. 
CFIS could have been good, but was not built on a good battlefield.” 

“The changes involved good ideas, conflicts, animosity, and other contradictory 
elements in the end.”  

“In comparing interdisciplinarians with those in disciplinary faculties: the former 
were the ‘pirates’, the others, the ‘navy’. So the death of CFIS meant that the ‘pi-
rates were pulled back into the navy’.” 

“The changes that occurred were based a lot on personalities. Lorne Whitehead’s 
restructuring was unnecessary: ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’.” 

 
So although CFIS was judged by the University as a better solution than keeping interdiscipli-
nary units in a Faculty of Graduate Studies, nonetheless on October 1, 2013, six years after its 
establishment, UBC Senate passed a motion to close CFIS. Its short history is captured in 
Elissa How’s institutional record, entitled “College for Interdisciplinary Studies” (2013). 
 
The End of CFIS and New Life in Disciplinary Faculties 

Now that CFIS no longer existed, each interdisciplinary unit was allowed to choose which fac-
ulty they would join. They were encouraged to interview the Deans of any one or more facul-
ties to agree on a collective decision.  
 
Many units made relatively easy or obvious decisions based on where the larger base of their 
research resided: for example, Fisheries as well as Resources, Environment, and Sustainability 
moved into Science; Asian Research, Women’s Studies, the Liu Institute, and European Stud-
ies moved into Arts; and Health Promotion Research, Human Early Learning Partnership, Oc-
cupational and Environmental Hygiene moved into Medicine. Others moved to faculties 
whose Deans were welcoming. 
 
When asked how these moves into the new faculties affected their work, some said it’s work-
ing well, even better in some cases; others were worried about the continuation of their ex-
istence, while still others were displeased and even angry about the impact of these changes 
on their units and their work. A few were still suffering through the turmoil of change, albeit 
offering better answers when they had a clearer and longer sense of the impact. 
 
These three different types of responses, ranging from positive to negative to uncertain, are 
summarized here. 
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On the positive side:

 “We were openly welcomed by the Dean and are positively supported in this facul-
ty both financially and in achieving our goals, support that had been put aside in 
CFIS. All of us have benefited.” 

“We discovered that our new faculty actually came to us to help them work with 
communities as required by UBC’s third pillar, something with which they had lim-
ited experience. So our unit’s long experience in working with communities and in-
ternational groups became helpful to them. I see us growing in the next few years.” 

“Since leaving CFIS, our unit is being strengthened and even rejuvenated under our 
new faculty. Also, in this faculty, no one ‘bugs us’ any longer.” 

“Today, I see more integrated work within disciplinary faculties.” 

“Physical space is important, so our current juxtaposition with some other units is 
especially helpful to our research.” 

“What happened is not an ‘obituary’, but a vivisection of a developing idea.” 
 
On the negative side: 

“Our unit is now dissolved within the faculty despite its critical importance to re-
search. We are now considered bogus with a mixed reputation.” 

“If CFIS continued, it should have been reinvented, for example, to rotate people in 
and out of the interdisciplinary units over 5-year periods when they wanted to work 
on specific problems. Instead, we killed ourselves; we were not killed by the Deans.” 

“In our new faculty, we are simply a cog in a big wheel without much reciprocity.” 

 “When FoGS existed, some scholarships were available, but not today.” 
 
And on the not yet clear side: 

“The faculty welcomed us, but there remain a few issues about the time required to 
be switched to the work of the faculty.” 

“We now have a teaching program, but the disruption produced a lot of anxiety as 
interdisciplinary became less able at the institutional level to span a range of disci-
plines as we were able to do in FoGS.” 

We don’t know how or if our research freedoms will be limited, whether financial 
support will continue to support our work, or what effect these changes will have on 
the receiving faculties themselves over a longer period of time.” 

 
What We Learned, and Where Do We Go From Here 
 
What we learned so far, as noted, is a mixture of positive, negative, and neutral. The broad-
est, and most consistently and collectively positive is the time of the Faculty of Graduate Stud-
ies. The broadest negative is the turbulence of restructuring and the creation and brief exist-
ence of CFIS which apparently provided little or no support.  
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In between is a mixture of good, bad, and undecided – in other words, as noted at the begin-
ning by one person’s response when asked how research and viability of the unit had been 
affected by restructuring, “come back in 15 years and ask me that question again.” 
 
What we have learned at this stage, therefore, may not be enough to say that this was right 
or this was wrong. The idea that interdisciplinarity needs to be protected in a special faculty 
remains questionable.  
 
Given the growth of interdisciplinarity launched, many believe, by student movements of the 
60s and 70s, might today mean that these problem-focused, collaborative, community-
oriented, interactive, multi- and cross-disciplinary, and other approaches to research will keep 
going and infuse all the traditional disciplinary departments and faculties. As one person sug-
gested: 

“What may be the more likely mover of change are students. In other words, 
change happens from the bottom up, not the top down.” 

 
As a possible example, a recent newspaper article, “Breaking Down Health Care Barriers” 
(Vancouver Sun, October 2, 2015, p. B9) highlights the collaboration of electrical engineering 
and personalized medicine. As well, the Vice Provost Gavin Stuart (and former Dean of the 
Faculty of Medicine) presided “over a first-of-its kind meeting at UBC, one in which the deans 
and directors of our various health-related programs (including Pharmacy, Dentistry, Nursing, 
Medicine, and Social Work, as well as administrators) discussed how we could work more ef-
fectively together.” He then added that “if you think it’s a bit absurd that such a meeting had 
not taken place before, well, I can’t argue with that. But the good news is we recognize the 
absurdity. And we’re doing something about it.” 
 
What we still don’t know, but might be worth exploring are the following: What was the fi-
nancial cost? What has been the reaction of other Deans in accepting interdisciplinary units 
into their faculties? What are the reflections of former Presidents and Vice Presidents on 
whether this worked out as they expected? What, if any, impact has this change had on UBC’s 
international reputation for interdisciplinary research and teaching? 
 
Obviously the cost to the University to undergo ten years of turbulence, study, and change 
must be high. What is likely also high is the loss of donations that FoGS had managed to at-
tract so successfully. Whether there has been any impact on faculty member successes in at-
tracting grants is unknown. So a deeper study of the financials would be worth undertaking. 
 
Another question to pursue about the fact that restructuring took place when things were 
working so well might be about the geographic landscape of UBC. As management literature 
knows well, physical structures influence organizational cultures, as well as operational effi-
ciency, economy, and effectiveness. When UBC was created 100 years ago, it was offered an 
immense spread of land. Faculties could therefore be put here, there, and elsewhere, with 
little need to interact with other disciplinary groups. 
  



14 
 
The question then is, did this physical reality create stronger silos at UBC that have isolated 
disciplines from each other? For example, if one compares UBC to Simon Fraser, which was 
deliberately designed to bring disciplines close to one another and which has always had a 
much more intrinsic interdisciplinary or collaborative style, then the theory of physical impact 
at UBC might be better understood. 
 

 
 
In closing, I look forward to the next stage of filling exposed gaps by listening to additional 
knowledgeable and experienced individuals, as well as finding additional records. 
  

          When I first started at UBC, all Faculties were highly territorial and isolated. There 
was no interaction among them. But over time, one began to actually talk about UBC 
as a whole, not a collection of separate parts.  
          What influenced UBC to come together was the creation of CFI grants (Canada 
Foundation for Innovation), which required all project research plans of all universities 
to draw broadly on disciplines across that university, not just from one area. The im-
pact of CFI, therefore, was on interdisciplinarity across Canada, demonstrating that 
high quality facilities that won such major awards brought scholars from different dis-
ciplines together. 
 At UBC, it also began to bring people from different disciplines together, and 
thus had a big impact on changing the nature of this institution.  

                 -- David Strangway 
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