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What	  holds	  disciplines	  together	  and	  makes	  them	  endure	  over	  time?	  	  There	  is	  a	  

growing,	  if	  still	  not	  large,	  sociological	  literature	  on	  these	  questions.	  	  Abbott	  (2001)	  

explains	  how	  the	  organization	  of	  US	  higher	  education,	  with	  its	  undergraduate	  

majors	  and	  parsing	  of	  faculty	  positions	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  course	  enrollments,	  both	  

created	  academic	  disciplines	  as	  we	  now	  understand	  them	  and	  makes	  them	  

bureaucratically	  obdurate.	  	  Knorr-‐Cetina	  (1999)	  and	  others	  (Gross	  2008;	  Kagan	  

2009)	  describe	  the	  different	  epistemic	  cultures	  of	  scholarly	  discourses	  and	  deeply	  

implicate	  the	  identities	  of	  researchers.	  	  Lamont	  (2008)	  depicts	  categorical	  variation	  

in	  standards	  of	  quality	  by	  which	  scholars	  from	  different	  disciplines	  evaluate	  and	  

reward	  academic	  work.	  	  Taken	  together	  this	  body	  of	  inquiry	  suggests	  a	  tripartite,	  

mutually	  reciprocal	  relationship	  between	  the	  formal	  structure	  of	  academic	  

organizations,	  the	  content	  and	  character	  of	  various	  streams	  of	  scholarship,	  and	  the	  

self-‐concepts	  of	  scholars	  themselves.	  

	   The	  central	  claim	  of	  this	  paper	  is	  that	  the	  exigencies	  of	  doctoral	  training,	  job	  

placement,	  and	  career	  advancement	  can	  inform	  our	  understanding	  of	  the	  durability	  

of	  social-‐science	  disciplines	  and	  their	  boundaries.	  	  Despite	  persistent	  complaints	  

about	  the	  provincial	  character	  of	  the	  social	  sciences	  and	  frequent	  celebrations	  of	  the	  

ideal	  of	  interdisciplinary,	  the	  social	  sciences	  continue	  to	  be	  organized	  into	  separate	  

academic	  departments	  (Frank	  &	  Gabler	  2006).	  	  	  Though	  the	  boundaries	  between	  the	  

social	  sciences	  are	  hardly	  impermeable,	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  sociology,	  political	  science,	  

and	  (especially)	  economics	  is	  published	  and	  cited	  within	  disciplinary	  parameters	  

(Jacobs	  &	  Frickel	  2009).	  	  Analyzing	  interviews	  with	  department	  chairs	  of	  economics,	  

political	  science,	  and	  sociology	  at	  major	  US	  research	  universities,	  we	  argue	  that	  the	  
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imperial	  character	  of	  these	  disciplines,	  and	  senior	  scholars’	  concerns	  about	  students’	  

career	  prospects	  within	  them,	  are	  key	  mechanisms	  of	  disciplinary	  boundary	  

maintenance.	  	  	  To	  put	  it	  another	  way:	  	  because	  senior	  faculty	  are	  serious	  about	  

building	  their	  fields	  and	  about	  positioning	  their	  graduates	  near	  the	  organizational	  

and	  intellectual	  centers	  of	  those	  fields,	  they	  tend	  to	  discourage	  boundary-‐crossing	  

scholarship	  among	  all	  but	  their	  most	  ambitious	  and	  capable	  students.	  	  Additionally,	  

senior	  faculty	  in	  economics,	  political	  science,	  and	  sociology	  believe	  that	  the	  primacy	  

of	  quantitative	  research	  in	  their	  respective	  fields,	  and	  the	  training	  investment	  

necessary	  to	  achieve	  competence	  in	  quantitative	  analysis,	  tend	  to	  preclude	  

investment	  in	  other	  forms	  of	  methodological	  capacity	  that	  are	  required	  for	  scholarly	  

work	  in	  other	  disciplines.	  

	   Our	  work	  here	  proceeds	  as	  follows.	  	  	  We	  first	  describe	  the	  nature	  of	  our	  

empirical	  data	  and	  sketch	  the	  larger	  project	  of	  which	  it	  is	  a	  part.	  	  We	  then	  explain	  

why	  area	  studies	  programs	  are	  ideal	  sites	  for	  investigating	  interdisciplinarity	  in	  the	  

US	  social	  sciences.	  	  Next,	  drawing	  from	  our	  interview	  data,	  we	  articulate	  three	  

mechanisms	  for	  the	  maintenance	  of	  disciplinary	  boundaries	  in	  the	  social	  sciences:	  	  

(1)	  the	  universalistic	  ambitions	  of	  economics,	  political	  science,	  and	  sociology,	  which	  

encourage	  senior	  faculty	  to	  train	  their	  students	  as	  economists,	  political	  scientists,	  

and	  sociologists;	  (2)	  the	  training	  costs	  of	  coming	  to	  competence	  in	  quantitative	  

social-‐science	  methods,	  which	  are	  seen	  as	  being	  in	  conflict	  with	  training	  costs	  for	  

other	  competencies,	  specifically	  language	  training	  and	  regionally	  specific	  

knowledge;	  (3)	  senior	  faculty	  members’	  concerns	  about	  their	  students’	  ability	  to	  get	  

and	  keep	  jobs	  within	  academic	  departments.	  	  We	  then	  suggest	  how	  the	  tension	  
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between	  universalism	  and	  particularism	  in	  the	  social	  sciences	  is	  sustained,	  but	  

politically	  neutralized,	  by	  the	  celebration	  of	  intellectual	  superstars	  who	  are	  

accomplished	  at	  both	  disciplinary	  and	  regional	  inquiry.	  	  We	  conclude	  with	  

suggestions	  for	  how	  our	  work	  might	  inform	  the	  study	  and	  administration	  of	  the	  

social	  sciences	  generally.	  

	   We	  make	  no	  presumptions	  here	  about	  the	  relative	  value	  or	  importance	  of	  

disciplinary	  vs.	  interdisciplinary	  scholarship.	  	  Our	  interest	  is	  not	  with	  how	  

interdisciplinary	  work	  might	  be	  encouraged	  (or	  discouraged),	  but	  rather	  with	  the	  

relationship	  between	  the	  character	  of	  academic	  discourses	  and	  the	  organization	  of	  

academic	  careers.	  

	  

Context	  of	  the	  Present	  Study,	  Data	  and	  Methods	  

This	  paper	  is	  part	  of	  a	  larger	  empirical	  investigation	  of	  how	  US	  research	  universities	  

organize	  research	  and	  instruction	  about	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  world.	  	  US	  universities	  long	  

have	  sought	  to	  be	  cosmopolitan	  institutions.	  	  Yet	  the	  means	  by	  which	  universities	  

have	  formally	  organized	  research	  and	  teaching	  on	  the	  world	  beyond	  US	  borders	  

varies	  quite	  significantly	  over	  time	  and	  across	  organizational	  space.	  	  To	  our	  

knowledge	  this	  variation	  has	  never	  been	  studied	  directly	  by	  sociologists.	  	  	  We	  

believe	  that	  doing	  so	  is	  especially	  important	  at	  this	  historical	  moment,	  for	  several	  

reasons.	  	  	  

First,	  the	  relationship	  between	  universities	  and	  national	  states	  appears	  to	  be	  

in	  flux	  worldwide	  (Miller-‐Idriss	  &	  Stevens	  2009).	  	  Top	  universities	  everywhere	  now	  

actively	  court	  patrons	  and	  clientele	  from	  all	  over	  the	  world,	  rendering	  the	  
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traditional	  mission	  of	  universities	  as	  repositories	  of	  national	  culture	  open	  to	  

fundamental	  question	  (Readings	  1996).	  	  Second,	  the	  preponderant	  model	  with	  

which	  US	  research	  universities	  organized	  research	  and	  teaching	  on	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  

world	  during	  the	  second	  half	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century	  -‐-‐	  a	  world	  regions	  model	  

which	  presumed	  at	  least	  some	  coherence	  between	  geographically	  contiguous	  places,	  

political	  regimes,	  and	  cultural	  systems	  -‐-‐	  is,	  with	  close	  of	  the	  cold	  war	  and	  seismic	  

changes	  in	  the	  dynamics	  and	  theorization	  of	  culture	  and	  politics,	  probably	  no	  longer	  

tenable	  (Gilman	  2003;	  Chomsky	  et	  al.	  1998).	  	  Yet	  the	  logic	  of	  a	  geographically	  

regionalized	  world	  is	  still	  embedded	  in	  university	  organization	  in	  the	  form	  of	  area	  

studies	  programs,	  whose	  intellectual	  and	  political	  utility	  has	  long	  been	  contested	  

but	  whose	  organizational	  viability	  has	  become	  newly	  uncertain	  (Shami	  &	  Danzeisen	  

2011).	  	  Third,	  the	  public	  funding	  systems	  supporting	  US	  research	  universities	  have	  

been	  in	  chronic	  decline	  for	  many	  years,	  creating	  rhetorics	  and	  realities	  of	  scarcity	  

and	  hard	  choices	  that	  make	  all	  but	  a	  very	  few	  university	  activities	  subject	  to	  

restructuring.	  	  How	  US	  universities	  will,	  and	  should,	  organize	  the	  “global”	  are	  thus	  

very	  open	  questions.	  	  

Our	  empirical	  investigation	  is	  a	  qualitative-‐comparative	  analysis	  of	  area	  

studies	  programs	  funded	  by	  Title	  VI	  of	  the	  Higher	  Education	  Act,	  the	  omnibus	  

federal	  funding	  legislation	  that	  has	  been	  variably	  reauthorized	  for	  some	  fifty	  years.	  

Our	  investigation	  was	  conducted	  under	  the	  auspices	  of	  the	  Social	  Science	  Research	  

Council	  and	  funded	  by	  the	  US	  Department	  of	  Education’s	  International	  Research	  and	  

Studies	  Program.	  	  Data	  collection	  proceeded	  in	  three	  phases	  corresponding	  with	  the	  

academic	  years	  2005-‐06,	  2006-‐07,	  and	  2007-‐08.	  	  The	  regional	  focus	  of	  the	  study	  
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varied	  slightly	  over	  the	  three	  phases	  but	  each	  year	  included	  a	  concentration	  on	  one	  

or	  more	  of	  the	  following	  four	  regions:	  the	  Middle	  East,	  South	  Asia,	  Russia/Eurasia,	  

and	  Central	  Asia.	  	  	  The	  research	  design	  was	  a	  sequential	  mixed-‐methods	  study	  

involving:	  	  

	  

-‐-‐	  17	  week-‐long	  site	  visits	  to	  12	  case-‐study	  universities	  across	  the	  US	  

-‐-‐	  National	  surveys	  of	  students	  and	  area	  studies	  centers	  

-‐-‐	  Analysis	  of	  a	  national	  database	  (US	  Department	  of	  Education	  EELIAS/IRIS	  

database)	  of	  area	  studies	  center	  information,	  including	  course	  offerings	  and	  

enrollments,	  faculty	  appointments,	  outreach	  efforts,	  and	  financial	  

information	  

-‐-‐	  Analysis	  of	  center	  proposals,	  reports,	  documents	  and	  other	  archival	  

material	  

	  

Sites	  for	  case	  studies	  were	  selected	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  four	  criteria:	  (1)	  the	  

presence	  of	  funded	  Title	  VI	  area	  studies	  centers	  in	  the	  region(s)	  of	  interest	  for	  each	  

phase;	  (2)	  public	  versus	  private	  universities	  (with	  an	  aim	  toward	  equal	  representation	  

in	  the	  final	  sample);	  (3)	  degree-‐granting	  or	  non-‐degree-‐granting	  area	  centers	  (with	  an	  

aim	  toward	  an	  equal	  balance	  in	  the	  final	  sample);	  and	  (4)	  geographic	  location	  (with	  an	  

aim	  toward	  broad	  geographic	  diversity	  in	  the	  final	  sample)	  

	   Data	  collected	  during	  the	  qualitative	  site	  visits	  included	  ethnographic	  

observation	  of	  the	  breadth	  and	  depth	  of	  activities,	  programs,	  events	  at	  area	  studies	  

centers;	  interviews	  on	  each	  campus	  with	  Vice-‐Provosts	  for	  International	  Affairs	  (or	  
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related	  titles),	  area	  studies	  center	  directors	  and	  associate	  directors,	  directors	  of	  

graduate	  studies	  and/or	  department	  chairs	  in	  economics,	  political	  science,	  and	  

sociology,	  and	  other	  faculty	  working	  on	  regional	  issues;	  and	  focus	  groups	  with	  students	  

and	  faculty.	  	  In	  total,	  the	  team	  conducted	  over	  200	  interviews,	  31	  focus	  groups,	  and	  

countless	  hours	  of	  observation.	  	  

	   While	  cleaning	  and	  analysis	  of	  the	  larger	  data	  set	  are	  ongoing,	  the	  analysis	  

presented	  in	  this	  paper	  is	  restricted	  to	  a	  smaller,	  fully	  cleaned	  and	  more	  thoroughly	  

analyzed	  subset	  of	  interviews,	  specifically:	  	  23 transcribed interviews with 241 

department chairs of economics, political science, and sociology departments and with 

senior international officers (with titles such as Vice Provost of Global Affairs) at eight 

leading US research universities, conducted in 2006-07.  Department chairs were asked 

specifically about their faculty and students’ work on international issues and their 

relationship with area studies programs on campus, while senior officers were asked 

about trends in internationalization on their campus in general and more specifically 

about how area studies programs were related (in terms of research, teaching, and 

intellectual life generally) to academic departments.  A descriptive breakdown of these 

interviews is provided in Table 1.  

The eight universities from which this interview subsample was drawn are both 

public and private and are evenly distributed across geographic space in the United States.  

They have varied endowments and institutional resources.  They all house social-science 

departments and area studies centers which are considered among the very best in the 

country, whose faculty and staff often explicitly define themselves as the leaders in their 

fields. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 This includes one joint interview with two university-level associate deans. 
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Area Studies as Interdisciplinary Endeavors 

In many ways area studies programs are ideal sites for the study of interdisciplinary.  As 

in intellectual projects, area studies are inherently interdisciplinary.  Their purpose is to 

assemble expertise not by discipline but by world region, coalescing scholars studying 

varied phenomena (e.g., language, history, politics, economic development, inequality 

ecology) which share geographic space.  This interdisciplinary ambition was reiterated 

constantly by advocates for area studies programs over the course of the twentieth 

century (Biddle 2002). Immanuel Wallerstein argues that area studies “laid the 

groundwork” for the subsequent emergence of other interdisciplinary enterprises such as 

women’s studies and ethnic studies and ultimately led to a questioning of “the sacrosanct 

divisions of the disciplines” in general (1998:228). 2 

 Scholarship organized around the study of world regions was part of what 

Andrew Abbott calls “first wave” of interdisciplinarity in the 1920s (Abbott 2001:133); 

however area studies was not fully and routinely embedded in the organizational structure 

of US research universities until after World War II.  Formal programs for the study of 

world regions were institutionalized throughout the US academy during the 1960s and 

70s through an ad hoc coalition of private foundations and the US federal government.  

The Social Science Research Council was instrumental in coalescing resources and 

rationales for building programs on the study of world regions on US university 

campuses during this period.  The growth of area studies during the Cold War was a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Scholarly and institutional investment in the study of world regions is far older than “area studies” per se -
- as longstanding fascination of Anglo-European intellectuals with “the Orient” makes clear (Said 1978).  
How these older strands of inquiry and organization became encased in different organizational structures 
over long spans of time is an important question of intellectual history beyond the scope of the present 
analysis. 
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direct reaction to real or perceived threats from abroad and an explicit competition 

between the US and the Soviet Union for primacy in world affairs.  Social scientists and 

other scholars were charged with producing specialists in the languages, politics, histories, 

and cultures of world regions perceived to be of strategic importance to the United States 

(Biddle 2002; Gilman 2003).  Many of these programs survive into the present.  

The marriage between area studies and the social sciences was never an entirely 

happy one.  New (or newly organized and funded) area studies programs were often seen 

as competitors with social-science departments for resources, legitimacy, and prestige 

(Wallerstein 1998).  Moreover, the fact that area studies programs were manifestly 

designed for the study of particular places undermined the universalist ambitions of 

many social scientists, the most promising of whom were endeavoring to build coherent 

and all-encompassing theories of human behavior and social processes under large 

umbrella concepts such as behaviorism and modernization (Gilman 2003).  Indeed the 

inherent tension between discipline-focused and regionally focused inquiry has been 

called the “constitutive crisis” of area studies:  the enterprise has been controversial since 

its creation (Roy 2009; see also Abbott 2001).  A frequent manifestation of this tension is 

that disciplinary scholars often dismiss the research produced by area studies scholars, 

calling it methodological weak, politically biased, and atheoretical (Biddle 2002:77).   

 By many accounts economists, political scientists, and sociologists have been 

only occasional and peripheral participants in area studies programs.  Systematic data on 

relative participation rates of social scientists relative to other kinds of scholars are 

extremely scarce, but the preponderance of available evidence indicates a preponderance 

of humanists in area studies.  In the early years of Soviet Studies, for example, social 
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scientists figured prominently among the first scholarly exchanges to the USSR, but 

“political scientists, economists and the few sociologists, driven by broader trends within 

their disciplines, made less and less” of the early funded exchanges, historian David 

Engerman explains:  “Historians and literary scholars quickly came to dominate 

(Engerman 2009:91).”  Work in progress by sociologist Charles Kurzman and colleagues 

suggests that research published in US disciplinary social-science journals rarely 

specifically addresses phenomena in other parts of the world (Kurzman 2010).  Our own 

interviews with area studies directors are virtually unanimous in their reports that faculty 

and students from the humanities, history, and anthropology are their primary 

constituents, trailed by political scientists, sociologists and (most distantly) economists.  

In the following sections we explore three potential explanations.   

 

I.  The Universalistic Ambitions of Social Scientists 

When we say that sociologists, political scientists, and economists have universalistic 

ambitions, we mean that much of their scholarship is premised on the notion that each  

disciplinary technic is sufficient for scholarly explanation.  Very often, to be a sociologist, 

political scientist, or economist is to see the entire world in the terms of one’s discipline.  

In contrast, area studies are organized on a presumption of particularity.  The rationale for 

assembling scholarship and teaching by area is that specific regions, cultures, historical 

traditions, and social institutions cohere in peculiar ways.  This fundamental difference in 

intellectual premises is evident in the common critiques of area studies by chairs of 

disciplinary departments.  The disciplinary chairs complain that area-studies research is 
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often not in theoretical power, explanatory value, or basic quality in comparison with 

discipline-based research.   

This comes up most clearly in economics, where scholars strongly identify with 

quantitative methodologies that presumably can be applied to any context or topic.  

Economics is not about the study of particular economies or places, but rather, as one 

department chair (#612) explains, about “the theory, the models and the tools.”  Seen in 

this light, as another economics department chair (#211) argues, a scholar who is hired 

with expertise on transition economics in Russia might naturally shift to work on China 

because “which country under transition [isn’t a] big shift, it’s still transition economics 

in [a] different country.”  A “good person will get invested enough to actually understand 

the institutional context, but won’t think of themselves as someone who does the area, but 

as someone who does that topic and actually be eager to go to different areas.”  Those 

thought to be the best economists are not the ones who are experts on particular places, 

but rather those who apply the techniques of economics to many different contexts.  

“Economists,” he explains, “are kind of imperialists so we are willing to work on almost 

any topic, but we tend to just to descend on it rather than collaborate.”  Collaboration 

with others, such as a recent collaboration around development with the women’s studies 

program, is “pretty adventuresome stuff for an economics department,” this chair said.   

Another economics chair (#405) concurred, explaining that the way her 

department trains graduate students is to be “experts on a particular topic and maybe 

secondarily that they have expertise in a particular area of the world.”  Economists’ 

models and tools are squarely defined by discipline.  “Economists are not 

multidisciplinary by nature,” explains one department chair (#612), relating a dispute 
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between the gender studies program and the economics department:  “their perception of 

what economics is versus our perception of what economics is… is like two different 

worlds.”   

Economists tend think of the world in a way that contradicts the particularistic 

logic of area studies.  For economists the explanatory models have primacy; the world 

provides cases to test the models.  One department chair stated that the international is 

“just one more…dimension and variation in the data” (#211) while another (#612) 

described different countries as providing variations of the core economic model.   

For economists the language, history, and culture characterizing a region are often 

not regarded as important for interpreting relevant data.  As one economics chair (#405) 

put it, “To understand what their census statistics mean, I don’t need to try and speak 

their language.  This is just wrong.”   She acknowledged that cultural knowledge may be 

helpful in some cases, referring to a project she did on consumption patterns in India: 

 
 “and so one of the things you had to know to make any sense out of the data was 
that there were these festivals where people spent a lot of money.  So if you 
looked at somebody’s spending over the year, there would be these big spikes that 
were associated with these holidays when you go out and buy new clothes, or you 
go and buy a lot of food or traditionally there’s lots of weddings held at that 
particular time of the year.  So you sort of had to know to figure out the data, but 
you could learn that without spending your whole life in that country, right.  
  
 

But to this concession to culture, the economist added a critical line:  “I just feel like 

some of these [area studies] people are trying to erect barriers to entry, to make their 

knowledge more valuable.”  Another economics chair, at a large public university, 

conceded that economics cannot happen “in a cultural vacuum, but I wouldn’t say that 

culture is our number one constraint” (#612).    
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Economists themselves believe they do research on world regions, but they frame 

this research with the universalizing tools of their own discipline.  One economics chair 

went so far as to say “it’s not much of an exaggeration to say almost everything we do 

deals with in some sense with international issues (#115-1).”   He told our project 

researcher that many of the graduate students in his department are themselves foreign 

nationals – approximately two thirds of the students are from overseas – which he offered 

as a way in which his department had cosmopolitan discussions:  “They could talk to 

each other, I mean, literally they didn’t have to go out of the department” in order to learn 

about international issues.    He also noted that, “For better or for worse economics has 

become a very technical subject.  Every piece of economics has become very technical.  

So we have applied our techniques more broadly to our international subjects.”   

For economists, studying the rest of the world means applying the discipline’s 

theories and methodological techniques anywhere in the globe.  The economics chairs 

with whom we spoke seemed neither to need nor have much respect for other kinds of 

knowledge produced by different kinds of scholars about particular world regions.  Even 

outsiders argue that for economists, the particular is unimportant.  The vice-chair of the 

political science department at a large public university describes what he sees happening 

in economics with regard to the study of regions: 

 
The story is very discipline specific, in other words… and I am sure they 
wouldn’t like this characterization but you know [in econ] area studies is just 
gone, that it has moved to the business schools.  In other words specialists on the 
economics of a particular country exists but not in the economics departments.  
…and that’s been true for a while and that does seem like an American quirk, I 
mean in other words that the students of the economy of a particular country are 
in business schools and not economics departments (#317).  
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For sociologists, the most significant problem with regionally focused work is its 

relevance to the larger systems knowledge being produced near the discipline’s 

intellectual core.  Sociology department chairs suggested that much of the research on 

places outside of the US and Europe seems unimportant or irrelevant to most US 

sociologists.  Researchers working elsewhere may have difficulty finding disciplinary 

audiences.  As one sociology department chair put it, “if one of our students wants to 

study education in Vietnam for example…I don’t know how they would become 

connected and I don’t see a critical mass of people that are doing work in Thailand, 

Cambodia etc. etc. (#409).”  He suggested that such work would be hard to place in an 

ASA Education Section panel, for example.  Another sociology chair said that 

comparative work in sociology is primarily between Europe and the US, “the idea being 

that you know if you look at European societies [they] are more like US society (#308).”   

Political science has seen the greatest tension between those who espouse 

ethnographic, fieldwork-based study of particular places and those who aim to produce 

model-driven comparisons with quantitative data.  In recent years this tension surfaced as 

a highly public controversy over how to allocate space in the discipline’s flagship US 

journal, the American Political Science Review.  Our interviews with political science 

chairs indicate that the tension endures.  As on chair described his department:   

 
We certainly have faculty who aspire to nomothetic theories that apply 
universally and consider area knowledge not a necessity or even a nuisance you 
know because it gets in the way of their generalizing, but I would say our faculty 
on the whole is, those in comparative, are oriented toward a particular area (#611). 

  

Another chair of political science (#214) discusses the traditional tension in the 

field as an “ongoing discussion about what kind of comparative political analysis makes 
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the most sense [and] is most likely to advance the field…”  He acknowledges that he is 

stereotyping a bit when he describes at length the tension between people who work in 

area studies who believe in deep contextual knowledge and those who aim for “statistical 

analysis of multiple cases,” but notes that the divide “maps onto reality reasonably well” 

(see p. 20 for full quote describing this tension).  The chair of political science at a 

private university (#500) discusses how the relative priority attached to area expertise has 

faded over time:  “there were times when the knowledge in the area was probably 

considered more important than being a Political Scientist… Today that would be 

impossible.” 

Social scientists who view their academic work as part of the pursuit of 

generalizable, universally-applicable insights tend to think skeptically, even disdainfully, 

of area studies programs, which they view as overly concerned with particular contexts 

and with the exigencies of government policy.  This seems to have been true since 

modern area studies coalesced during the Cold War.  While the government agencies 

which were area studies’ patrons “wanted detailed knowledge of the language, culture, 

society, and political system—not cutting-edge academic research,” disciplinary scholars 

often perceived area-studies scholarship to be “unsystematic, insular, and impressionistic” 

(Engerman 2009:255).  R.A. Palat (2000) argues that disciplinary scholars feel “that their 

colleagues in area studies programs are not equipped to provide insights relevant for the 

nomothetic social sciences as they spend inordinate amounts of time in particularistic 

investigations which detract them from the study of ‘theory.’”  

Our interviews corroborate this other scholarship.  As one chair of political 

science said when referring to a prominent area studies center on his campus:  
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I think that there’s a general sense that that is pretty much run by non-academics, 
for non-academic purposes.  I mean there are a tremendous amount of financial 
resources there, but there hasn’t been a lot of effort to have academic leadership 
[that] would direct it toward social-science academic research.  I study Europe a 
lot, I’ve never interacted at all with the institute for the study of Europe.  I don’t 
even know what they do (#411).   
 
 

A department chair of economics at a large public university said: 

 
I think people perceive economics when they’re outside of an economics 
department as much more of the type of economics we see on the TV and in some 
sense a very applied, policy-oriented economist in action.  Those people don’t live 
in economics departments.  They are not the academic research economists. They 
are the, the public ones and I think they are always disappointed in us, you know 
that we’re much too academic.  We don’t have the quick answers (#612). 
 
 

On our reading, this notion that an area focus diminishes the quality of social science is a 

vivid example of Andrew Abbott’s (1981) insight regarding status strain in fields of 

expert labor more generally.  Abbott argues that expert fields are characterized by a status 

paradox in which the most highly valued problems for experts is work done at the core of 

the field, far removed from the messy contexts in which those problems are found in the 

world; but that laypeople lend the most prestige to experts to who work on “real-world” 

troubles.  The department chairs we interviewed – who, as senior faculty at large research 

universities, are by definition disciplinary elites – seem to view the scholarship of area 

studies scholars as polluted by context. 

Sometimes the disdain seemed to run deep.  A few chairs suggested, for example, 

that it is area studies scholars who have a closed understanding of what it means to do 

regional work.  Disciplinary scholars who do work in multiple regions complain that they 

are not eligible for funding from the centers and that they are not treated equally 
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compared to people who do more in-depth work on world area.  They suspect that centers 

might not support scholars who are doing new work in a region, or who do not plan to 

work in the same region forever.   One political science chair (#411) said he wished that 

the centers would  

 
view themselves less as a group in a place and more as involving a set of projects 
where you allocate resources over time to interesting projects and people 
shouldn’t have to have credentials…  they shouldn’t say, ‘no, you don’t have this 
language skill and no you don’t have this.’…they should be able to react to 
whatever interesting projects…[instead of] as a closed shop for the handful of 
people who are affiliated with them, and that seems kind of counter to the way 
social science works these days (#411). 

 

A chair of economics at the same university suggested that the centers could break out of 

the silos she thought they work in if they were willing to think of scholars’ careers  

 
in a more modular way, so to kind of be willing to welcome people in and let 
people go without seeking to find people who’ve made—committed their whole 
career to one area.…to support quality research in that area of the world without 
being so concerned about who’s doing it.  Whether that person is a certified 
expert in that area…(#405) 

 

Instead, she argued, area studies institutes expect scholars “to spend your whole career 

studying China, and economists just don’t think about the world like that any more… 

They think of it more in terms of topics than regions” (#405).  Our interviews provide 

clear evidence of skepticism (and even outright disdain) among social-science department 

chairs toward regionally focused work.  As we will see below, this skepticism has 

correlates in the kinds of training and scholarship department chairs think doctoral 

students should pursue. 
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II. Numbers versus Languages 

Scholarship is an act of production.  It is work, and it has very costly resource 

requirements.  In the production of social science, one of the biggest resource 

requirements is time.  Time is a cost that scholars largely subvent on their own, through 

relatively low per-hour compensation -- whether as faculty or, even more so, as graduate 

students.  Another very large resource requirement is the cost of training to competence 

in the theories and methods of a particular field.  This is part of why graduate school 

takes so long and why the opportunity costs of pursuing a doctorate are so high.   

The increasing authority of numbers in modern societies (Espeland & Stevens 

2008) is reflected in the rising expectations for quantitative methods training in social-

science doctoral programs and the primacy of quantitative analysis in the fields of 

economics, political science, and sociology generally.  Quantitative data now commonly 

are presumed to be better, clearer, and more reliable representations of social reality than 

any other form of evidence.  The preponderance and ubiquity of quantitative data, 

coupled with dramatic advances in computational technology and the sheer maturation of 

the quantitative social sciences, have steadily raised the baseline of mathematical skill 

required produce capable quantitative scholarship.  Doctoral students now spend years of 

study developing what their disciplines currently regard as basic statistical capacity, and 

they will worry for the rest of their careers about keeping up with quantitative 

methodological developments in their fields. 

Accumulating qualitative data and becoming proficient in its analysis are 

similarly costly.  However the resource requirements of qualitative research are different.  

We define “qualitative” data as any sort of empirical evidence that is not inscribed 



	   18	  

numerically.  In social science, qualitative data almost always are linguistic texts:  

archival documents, transcriptions of interviews or field observations, books and articles.  

Developing the skills required to do qualitative research is especially costly when work 

requires learning the languages in which archival texts or transcribed utterances are made.  

Consider the cost of becoming capable of conversing in local dialects, or of reading 

ancient languages.  Merely collecting qualitative data is costly as well.  Consider the 

investment of time and attention required to assemble or peruse a good archive, or of 

conducting definitive ethnographic fieldwork. 

Such costs represent investment in the study of particular people and places.  The 

costs of quantitative scholarship are, by contrast, investments in a technology of inquiry 

that at least purports to be universal.  Expertise in a particular quantitative method, such 

as event-history or regression discontinuity analysis, is presumed to be applicable to 

many empirical contexts whenever the necessary numerical data are available.  Whereas 

scholars who study particular world regions qualitatively invest heavily in learning the 

languages and dialects of those regions, quantitative scholars invest learning statistics:  

the Esperanto of North American social science.  This great difference, between the 

particularism of language and the universalism of statistics, has profound consequences: 

for the organization of social science scholarship, for priorities senior faculty bring to the 

training of doctoral students, and for the intellectual identities of social scientists 

themselves.   

Our interviews indicate that department chairs have a clear sense of both limits of 

graduate students’ time, and of the variable rewards their disciplines give to quantitative 
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vs. linguistic skill.  The vice-chair of a leading department of political science explains 

this tension quite clearly: 

 
…as the technical requirements of the discipline go up then a student who wants 
to have both [linguistic and quantitative skills] is caught between trying to take 
fourth year Chinese and third year stats.  In other words if what we think is a good 
quantitative background used to be two courses in quantitative methods and now 
it’s four, that starts to rub up against the student who wants to take third and 
fourth and fifth year language.  I mean it’s not impossible but you know what I 
mean?  There was always that tension and that’s just getting, it gets worse as the 
discipline of political science gets teched up.  And there are Chinese policy 
professor saying you know three years of Chinese is not good enough and there 
are methodology professors saying two years of statistics is not good enough 
(#317). 

  

This training dilemma also maps onto an existing tension within the disciplines between 

those who pursue research on particular contexts – often through ethnographic or 

historical methods -- and those who work with large quantitative datasets, often at a 

physical remove from the region under study. The chair of political science at a large 

public university (#611) noted his discipline’s “struggle” between quantitative and 

qualitative scholars and mentioned the latter’s effort to “kind of take back the American 

Political Science Review and assert the interests of qualitative, historically-oriented 

political science (#611).”  

Another political science chair talks about the division in the field between  

 
people who often times are affiliated with area studies centers who think the best 
approach to this kind of work is a deep immersion in a particular place, mastery of 
the language, deep knowledge of the culture and the history and out of that comes 
a deep acquaintance with one case and an ability to say you know powerful things 
about the single case and that’s the older tradition…and then there is somewhat 
newer tradition or more modern tradition that tends to do, rather than 
ethnographic or field research, tends to do statistical analyses of multiples cases. 
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This chair says that the tension is evident in decisions about graduate training.  “If we are 

going to teach a core course on comparative politics, what should be in that, what 

methods should be in that…what should we expect students to be able to do…(#214)?”     

The vice provost for Global Affairs at a large public university contends that as political 

science as a field “has moved toward this quantitative emphasis I think they have 

perceived that if there is an area studies interest on behalf of any of their faculty it is 

secondary to their quantitative expertise.”   

Investment in linguistic or statistical skill is framed as a tradeoff in the other 

disciplines under study as well.  One economics chair said, “we couldn’t really in good 

conscience encourage somebody to go out and do something like learning [an]other 

language from scratch, because they wouldn’t get any credit for it in the economics 

marketplace (#405).”  The chair of a top sociology department said that he discourages 

US nationals from working on China, “because the Chinese sociologists can run circles 

around them unless they are really skilled in language acquisition and started early.  Or 

even undergraduates unless they’re really, really dedicated.  I do not advise they do it 

(#507).”   

 

III. Getting Jobs and Keeping Them 

Senior faculty members understand what is most rewarded in the labor markets of their 

own disciplines.  For all three disciplines, the highest-status jobs are in the disciplinary 

departments at the university cores; positions for discipline-trained scholars in the 

professional schools and in area studies programs, while still very respectable, have taints 

of the applied or particularistic (Engerman 2009:93; also Abbott 1981).  Regardless of the 
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academic unit in which a social scientist is hired, she can expect that scholars in her 

discipline’s professional core will participate in evaluating her at tenure and promotion. 

The status structure of these disciplines is part of why quantitative skills and quantitative 

scholarship tend to be given the edge in training regimens and mentoring. 

 One economics chair was very blunt about his department’s preference for hiring 

faculty whose expertise was in the discipline, not a region.  He was talking about some 

academic visitors to his university’s Latin American center:   

 
They’re not the types of economists that we really want to attract.  They’re folks 
with that policy aspect too.  So they are interesting to have around for seminar, 
but they’re not people you build a department around, from our perspective and I 
would bet you know for the [name of policy school]…they are thinking these are 
the kinds of economists we want.  Well, they’re not the kind we want (#612). 

 

A chair of political science at a large public research university reflected this 

phenomenon from a different angle, when talking about his university’s efforts to 

encourage interdisciplinary work on international/global topics: 

 
In my opinion the disciplines have got a stranglehold… on the affections and 
attention of faculty and universities can’t really break through that, because the 
disciplines train, promote and reward the faculty members.  Interdisciplinary 
groups don’t do that … I’m inevitably involved in interdisciplinary work, but 
anything I’ve ever accomplished professionally is a result of the recognition I’ve 
got within the discipline.  So, internationalization, globalization and what I see is 
well-meaning, but a largely futile effort to encourage interdisciplinary work 
(#611)  
 

A sociology chair said that “for sociologists, to be competitive on the job market you 

need to learn to write and speak the lingo of ordinary sociological research and so in 

some ways you don’t want them to become too tied into area specific workshops and 

programs (#507).”  Another sociology chair believed that the more competitive job 
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candidates are the ones who are interested in broad, non-regional issues.  “There’s 

probably more jobs for a sociologist who’s interested in gender issues that happens to be 

doing work in your know Tunisia or Mexico or whatever, than for someone who’s an 

expert in Mexico or Tunisia.”  This chair thought that jobs for regional experts “would be 

few and far between,” and “you’ll have a better chance -- I mean to be broadly trained 

within the field and have the area studies component be a part of that, but to have to be an 

area studies expert, I think is a harder road to take (#607).” 

Department chairs worry about job candidates’ ability to connect research on 

particular parts of scholarly problems as they are defined at the disciplinary cores.  As a 

chair of sociology explained:  

 
If you decide to study, as I say, education in Vietnam, the question of why 
somebody would care about that and if you were to give a job talk at the 
University of Michigan and you are explaining how education works in Vietnam 
or elementary school education, the question of why do we care about this, you 
know would come on the table…If there were, there was a big demand for work 
on the sociology of South East Asia, then it’s like it’s obvious why we care, but 
that’s not the reality of the discipline…So it’s got to extend beyond Vietnam 
(#409).  
  
 

A different sociology chair noted that faculty who do international work face a burden: 

 
…in terms of building one’s career and visibility… in terms of finding sort of 
respect and visibility for your work so that if you are writing on a country that’s 
not well known or understood very well by people in the US, there’s just so much 
background work you have to do just to sort of set the stage that I think it’s easy 
for people to say, ‘Well, why are you studying that?  Why don’t you just study US 
society which is really what we are all interested in?’ I say that tongue and 
cheek. ... It’s easier. It’s knowable, right?  And you know we have all these 
processes and theories that are predicated on at least Western if not the U.S. 
society in particular.  So I think there is an extra hurdle there, a burden, but it’s an 
intellectual one (#207). 
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A third sociology chair believed that there are dual challenges for sociologists who want 

to develop a regional specialization:  first, “not getting the language,” and second, 

 
“the area studies tend to be dominated by humanists who spend huge amounts of 
time understanding the culture and history of the area and…sociologists typically 
don’t have enough time to understand those in great depths and therefore get no 
respect [laughter].  And then conversely because they are spending time on 
learning the language and a little bit of culture and history, they don’t do their 
sociology as well they might and they get no respect on the sociology side, so 
they [are] betwixt and between…”  
  
 

However, this chair notes, there is “a small elite” who have been able to surmount such 

challenges and do both kinds of scholarship well (#507).    

 

Exceptions Who Prove the Rules 

Thus far we have argued that the universalistic ambitions of the social sciences, the costs 

of training to competence in quantitative vs. linguistic skill, and the status incentives of 

preparing doctoral students to get and keep jobs near disciplinary cores are important 

ways in which boundaries are maintained between the disciplinary social sciences and 

regionally focused inquiry.  Yet the empirical reality is more complicated than that.   

On the one hand, social scientists themselves have long understood that the 

intellectual tension between universalism and particularism is a generic puzzle for social 

explanation.  General processes always play out in particular situations.  We might go so 

far as to suggest that this tension is a constitutive problem of modern social science 

(Adams, Clemens & Orloff  et al. 2005; Steinmetz et al. 2005), and probably beyond 

definitive resolution.  
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On the other hand, and as many of our respondents explained to us, those 

relatively few scholars who are accomplished in both universalistic and particularistic 

inquiry tend to be especially revered.  Such scholars are coveted prizes in fiercely 

competitive national markets for academic stars.  As one political science chair put it: 

  

People who are really doing well on the market, people making an impact on the 
profession are people who have invested in language, but they’ve also invested in 
statistical skills and game theory skills and other sorts of modern analytic 
techniques which are widely used on all questions now (#411). 

   

The vice-chair of the political science department at a large public university suggests 

that the best job candidates now have both sets of skills:   

 
…one thing we are trying to do is try to find faculty members with both skills, in 
other words with area expertise and quantitative or modeling skills and that’s a 
new thing, right?  In the past the faculty members have been almost entirely one 
or the other… in terms of the wave of the future… there is definitely a priority in 
terms of hiring, we are trying to find people who can do both (#317) 

 

Another chair of political science talked about how there used to be a divide 

between the “real area studies soak and poke folks” who focused on the uniqueness of 

particular places and argued that there are no generalizable explanations, who said 

“ ‘these are my peasants and I studied them or these are my labor unions and I know 

about them’ ” versus those scholars who were more explicitly theoretical.  But 

increasingly he is observing a trend to combine the two the two styles:   

 
When I look at our competitors…nationally, where we recruit from to hire faculty, 
who would recruit against for graduate students, I think that group is heading in a 
very similar direction and you know it’s not enough just to be an area specialist, 
it’s not enough just to be a theoretical person you’ve got to combine both of them, 
and that’s in my view the right strategy (#102).   
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Another political science chair at prominent public university (#214) said: 

 
At the very best departments there is a new kind of comparativist being trained.  
We tried to hire such a person a couple of years ago… He turned down NYU and 
Chicago, I forget who else before he turned us down… Anyway, he seems to me 
to be, to have a portfolio [of] skills that encompass both traditional area studies 
and the newer political science… he has done some experiments in field settings 
… he can do statistical work, he on the other hand did a dissertation that is based 
importantly on very deep ethnographic work, a mastery of language, all that stuff.   

 

When people do that, he continued, “it’s a pretty spectacular combination (#214).”  

What is true for top candidates seems also to be true for top departments.  A 

sociology chair who (not incorrectly) identified his department as “one of the top-rated 

departments in the world” and describes it as a department which is trying to influence 

the entire field of sociology, explains that at his university the encouragement to take on 

big issues gives faculty more freedom to expand and explore new arenas, compared to  

 
for example a sociology department where really how well your career went 
depended upon how many articles you had each year in the two top journals.  I 
think this is a more friendly place for [the] kind of work and there are more 
people around who do area and comparative work that you can get kind of support, 
you know, intellectual support for it (#308).    
  
 

Such freedom appears to be a luxury of elites.  A sociology chair at a different university 

stated emphatically that faculty take a professional risk when they invest in acquiring 

new language skills:  

If they are going to work on those countries they need to come with the skills, 
they can’t acquire them here.…You’d never get tenure if you’re trying to learn 
Arabic, do I know any cases?  I’m sure there are cases, but I can’t think of any… 
it’s clearly very rare.  Oh no, no that’s not quite true.  I know someone.  He’s now 
at [name of top-tier university], [he] was working on colonization across multiple 
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German colonies at multiple sites.  One of them was China and he picked up a 
smattering of Chinese. 
   
 

The chair added that the scholar in his example “is an extremely exceptional person” and 

that he ventured into the new topic “after he got tenure (#507).”   

 How might we make sense of the high status associated with scholars and 

departments which are able to bridge the distinction between particularistic and 

universalistic inquiry?  Our hypothesis is that the prestige lent to such bridging is one 

way in which social scientists manage a tension inherent in their analytic enterprise.  The 

capacity to conceive of social processes as trans-local phenomena is essential to social-

science explanation; but so too is the capacity to explain how processes play out in, and 

are shaped by, particular contexts.  Both avenues of explanation are intellectually 

challenging and require special skills.  Lending high regard to the ability to do both 

creates an umbrella of excellence that encompasses, indeed helps to legitimate, both sides 

of a deep epistemological divide. 3   

 

Conclusion 

What holds disciplines together and makes them endure over time?  These are important 

questions for the sociology of knowledge, both because of the historical contingency of 

academic disciplines as we know them, and because of myriad, ongoing encouragements 

from many intellectual quarters toward interdisciplinarity.  They also are important 

questions for university administrators, whose job is to create organizational structures 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 One hypothesis of our larger inquiry is that area studies as they currently are organized are part of the 
settlement US social scientists and university administrators made in order to manage this constitutive 
tension: the disciplinary departments would house universalistic specialists, while area studies programs 
would house the particularists; courtesy appointments would link the latter to the former in legitimate but 
subordinate relation.   
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that both reflect changes in knowledge over time and facilitate progress in the most 

promising intellectual frontiers of a given historical moment. 

 Other sociologists have written thoughtfully about how the epistemic cultures, 

cultures of evaluation, and intellectual identities promulgated by academic disciplines 

tend to maintain disciplinary boundaries, and about how these ideational differences are 

structurally reinforced by the departmental organization of modern universities.  To these 

insights we add the following.  First, social scientists’ ambitions for their own disciplines’ 

explanatory technics over other modes of explanation encourages them to lend priority to 

discipline-based scholarship over other kinds.  Second, the costs of training to 

competence in quantitative analysis and/or linguistic skills means that graduate students 

often confront a tradeoff between investment in quantitative and linguistic skills.  The 

preponderance of quantitative analysis in economics, political science, and sociology 

tends to be self-reinforcing, as senior faculty encourage students to invest in developing 

the most ‘useful’ and fungible skills – statistical ones.  In the process, universalistic 

approaches to explanation are systematically privileged over particularistic ones.  Third, 

the imperative of getting jobs and keeping them, coupled with the pivotal role of 

disciplinary departments in the prestige structure of the contemporary academy, means 

that mentors encourage students to do research on topics and with methods that are most 

valued at disciplinary cores.  Multi-method scholarship is a celebrated ideal, but its 

attendant costs and risks render such scholarship the purview of a relatively few 

exceptional students and departments. 

 One way of summarizing our claims in this paper is to say that relatively generic 

insights from the sociology of work can fruitfully inform the study of disciplinary 
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boundaries.  To wit, scholarship is work.  Like all work, it implicates the identities of 

those who do it and the bargains they make with fate as they plot their own careers and 

those of their protégés (Hughes 1984).  Scholarly workers seek to valorize the work they 

do over that of those in neighboring fields.  They realize that investment in particular 

skills represent sunk costs that should be paid strategically.  They seek to do work that 

enable they and their students to get good jobs and keep them.  In these ways the 

sociology of academic knowledge and its boundaries is inseparable from the sociology of 

academic workplaces and careers. 
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Table 1: Distribution	  of	  Interviewees	  by	  Private/Public,	  Discipline,	  and	  Gender	  
	  
	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	   	   	   Soc	  Chairs	   Econ	  Chairs	   Poli	  Sci	  Chairs	   	  	  	  SIO/IO1	   TOTAL	  
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Private	  Research	  I	   2	   2	   2	   1	   	  	  7	  
	  
Public	  Research	  I	   4	   4	   4	   52	   17	   	  
	  
-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	  
	  
Male	   5	   5	   6	   3	   19	  
	  
Female	   1	   1	   0	   3	   5	  
	  
-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐-‐	  
	  
	  
TOTAL	  INTERVIEWEES	   6	   6	   6	   63	   24	  
1Senior	  International	  Officers/International	  Officer	  included	  four	  vice-‐provost	  level	  individuals	  and	  
one	  interview	  with	  two	  Associate	  Dean-‐level	  individuals	  (interviewed	  together)	  
2Includes	  one	  interview	  with	  two	  associate	  deans	  simultaneously.	  	  
3The	  corrected	  transcript	  for	  the	  SIO	  at	  the	  one	  case	  school	  was	  not	  available	  in	  time	  for	  this	  paper’s	  
analysis	  but	  will	  be	  incorporated	  in	  future	  drafts	  
	  

	  
 

   	  


