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INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

 Why?How? When?
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AGENDA

What is a scientific disciplin?

 The Manhattan Project as an archtypical interdisicplinary project

• Actors in the network; blending professionals

• Roles of partners in the project: who leads? Hierachy or democracy

• Professional standards: ours, yours or theirs?

• Complex organization, complex (unwanted?) results

 Why do we need interdisicplinary: universal and local (AU) perspectives

 How is interdisciplinary research made

 ”Occasions” for interdisciplinary research
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WHAT IS A SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLIN?

 Common language, specific for that disiplin

 Common foci (e.g., elements, purification of elements)

 Shared methodologies

 Shared publication channels/venues for presentation (e.g., scientific journals, conferences)

 ”Social fabric”: heroes (and villains!), professional insignia
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CAN A SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLIN 
DISINTEGRATE?

Anomalies

Findings not explained/explainable by paradigm

Example: Classic Newtonian physics versus Quantum Physics

Breakdown in central definitions/demarcations

Example: Synthesis of the transuranium ”element” americum
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EXAMPLE OF A 
INTERDISCIPLINARY PROJECT
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ACTORS IN THE MANHATTAN NETWORK

…an interdisciplinary network (?)
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MANHATTAN PROJECT
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ROLES OF PARTNERS IN THE PROJECT

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79D_rcWgO5Y
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ROLES OF PARTNERS IN THE PROJECT

 Simplistic representation of interdisciplinarity

 Insignias: 

• Uniforms: military staff

• Glassware: chemist/scientist

 Functions

• Synthesis (!), scientist

• protecting valuable property, controlling it: the military
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THE REAL THING…..

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=89UNPdNtOoE
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DO ACTORS UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER?

 On one occasion an aggressive interrogation in
congressional committe culminated in a
rhetorical question from a bad-tempered
Senator:

 ‘What do you know about plutonium?’

 Seaborg was able to answer that it was he who
had discovered the element.

 Gratzer (2002) ”Eurekas and Euphorias”
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MANHATTAN PROJECT

 Another basic question was the extent to which human beings could or should be studied 
to obtain the data needed to protect them. The radium dial painter data served as a 
baseline to determine how the effects of exposures in the body could be measured. But this 
left the question of whether plutonium, uranium, and polonium behaved more or less like 
radium. Research was needed to understand how these elements worked in the body and 
to establish safety levels. A large number of animal studies were conducted at laboratories 
in Chicago, Berkeley, Rochester, and elsewhere; but the relevance of the data to humans 
remained in doubt. 

 The Manhattan Project: A New and Secret World of Human Experimentation
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MANHATTAN PROJECT

 The university's metabolism ward, at what is now the Strong Memorial 
Hospital, became the central Manhattan District site for the 
administration of isotopes to human subjects. The two-bed ward, 
headed by Dr. Samuel Bassett, was part of the Manhattan District's 
"Special Problems Division," which worked on the health monitoring of 
production plants, the development of monitoring instruments, and 
research on the metabolism and toxicology of long-lived radioactive 
elements.[51] An experimental plan called for fifty subjects altogether, 
in five groups of ten subjects each. Each group would receive 
plutonium, radium, polonium, uranium, or lead.[52] Although the exact 
number of subjects remains unknown, at least twenty-two patients 
were administered long-lived isotopes in experiments with plutonium 
(eleven subjects), polonium (five subjects), and uranium (six subjects).

 The Manhattan Project: A New and Secret World of Human Experimentation
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Complex organization, complex (unwanted?) results

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-mUCLHzWiJo
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OBSERVATIONS FROM ”MANHATTAN”

The Manhattan Project as an archtypical interdisicplinary project

• Actors in the network; blending professionals but keeping professions

Workers, Scientists (several disciplines!), miltary, politicians

• Roles of partners in the project: who leads?

Can be highly hierachical, need of an organization

• Professional standards: ours, yours or theirs?

• Standards set from needs; complex decision

• Complex organization, complex (unwanted?) results

• Outcome not up a single individual (not even the president)
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WHY DO WE NEED INTERDIS. SCIENCE?
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IMPLEMENTATION OF STRATEGY

 Strategic criteria

 If you apply for a fully financed PhD fellowship, you have to tick of the strategic criteria that 
your project falls within. You can choose more than one area. To do so, press the Ctrl+Alt
(windows)/cmd ⌘ (Mac) button(s) and click on your desired options. 

 Your project has to fall within at least one of the Faculty of Health’s strategic criteria in order 
to be considered for a fully financed PhD fellowship. 
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ELEMENTS IN INTERDISICPLINARITY



6TH RAMAZZINI SEMINAR THOMAS VORUP-JENSEN

26. OKTOBER 2017 PROFESSOR
INSTITUT FOR BIOMEDICIN

AARHUS
UNIVERSITET



6TH RAMAZZINI SEMINAR THOMAS VORUP-JENSEN

26. OKTOBER 2017 PROFESSOR
INSTITUT FOR BIOMEDICIN

AARHUS
UNIVERSITET

POINTS OF DISCUSSION

 Challenges and Advantages for Students

 Are Some Professions/Studies Intrinsically Interdisciplinary?

 Examples of Monodisciplinary Research 

 (…)
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