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Grounded Knowledge, Disciplinarity, and
International Studies Converge to Improve
the Human Condition
Without knowledge grounded in the particulars of real events in real places and
times, disciplinary involutions in theory and method run the risk of drifting away
from robust conclusions, communicative competence, and social relevance. Scholars
rooted in the area-studies tradition of social science celebrate grounded knowledge,
yet run the risk of isolation from an infinite regress into particularism: “not in my
village.” A great deal is lost from isolation and segmentation.

Among the mechanisms to promote interdisciplinary work at Cornell, the Mario
Einaudi Center for International Studies has been especially effective across colleges
and departments. Through support of area-studies programs such as Southeast Asia
or Latin America, and thematic programs such as Gender and Global Change or
Peace Studies, the Einaudi Center encourages and supports interdisciplinarity.
These programs could not be meaningfully addressed by one discipline. Area-studies
programs, often with federal funding support, create interdisciplinary communities;
thematic programs probe fault lines between disciplines, where creative work is
often intense.

How can we understand the extraordinary diversity of social formations in a region
that a mere decade ago featured virtually identical economic and political systems?
Why do the most successful transitions to democracy in this region exhibit
characteristics that have typically been considered inauspicious for democracy,
such as economic crises and radical marketeering reforms in the early stages of
democratization? Why does nationalism seem to promote democracy in some cases
and undermine it in others, even though ethnic and religious fragmentation are
common conditions? The Einaudi Center’s Comparative Societal Analysis Program,
initiated by Victor Nee, Sociology, is rooted in issues such as these. This year,
Valerie J. Bunce, Government, as acting director of the program, is leading an
interdisciplinary seminar for faculty and graduate students on “Postsocialist
Transformations” in east-central Europe and the former Soviet Union.

With a flexible framework called Governance and Nature, collaboration among
the Einaudi Center, the Cornell International Institute for Food, Agriculture, and
Development (CIIFAD), and the Center for the Environment (CfE) began in l997.
This collaboration has supported numerous conferences, workshops, and publications.
One effort, “Owning Nature,” produced many worthy outcomes. “Owning Nature,”
an international conference sponsored in l999 by former provost, Don M. Randel,
examined the complex social fallout of the new biology, which enables novel forms
of property.

Who owns nature? Emergent property questions at the level of genes and promoters
both resonate with and transcend historical struggles over landscapes—long-standing
battles over state property rights in nature defined against local populations, for
example. Existing institutional arrangements lag behind advances in both genomics
and market forces. One panel of “Owning Nature”  examined the ethical, legal,
and social implications of the biological revolution. With the help of former vice
provost, Cutberto Garza, Nutritional Sciences, a thrust area of the Cornell
Genomics Initiative was established—Ethical, Legal, and Social Issues (ELSI).

Now directed by Stephen H. Hilgartner, Science and Technology Studies, ELSI has
effectively promoted interactions among scholars of law, politics, economics,
communications, biology, ethics, and other disciplines in confronting questions at a
real frontier of knowledge and policy. One innovative feature of ELSI has been the
funding of graduate field research to build a generation of less “blinkered” researchers.
New definitions of faculty positions at the cusps of disciplines provide a vision for
the scholars recruited at Cornell.

Owning nature also has implications for
income distribution, opportunity, and
survival strategies, and thus connects to
Cornell’s internationally acknowledged
strength in development studies. The
Einaudi Center, with joint funding from
the Graduate School, inaugurated a
predissertation workshop entitled “Rural
Livelihoods and Biological Resources:
Technologies and Institutions” (RLBR)
beginning  in the spring of 2000. With
Christopher Barrett, Applied Economics
and Management, as director, RLBR has
grown to more than 50 graduate students
from 16 graduate fields. The idea is to
create interdisciplinary capability within
individual students and within a
community of researchers. Students are
encouraged to go abroad to fine-tune
dissertation proposals through the
Einaudi Center travel or predissertation
grants and then apply, on stronger footing,
for extramural dissertation grants.

Topics ranging from untangling the
bundle of rights in nature under new
global intellectual property regimes to
the debates surrounding decentralization
and devolution in the current anti-state
zeitgeist, have filled the agendas of work-
shops. Distinguished visitors present
their work to the seminar and then meet
privately with workshop participants to
discuss with students their research
designs and collaborative opportunities.
As with other Einaudi predissertation
workshops, the model is to challenge
students to define dissertations that are
both doable and important. To promote
this outcome, the center exposes proposal
development to criticism and support
from both area scholars and disciplinarians
outside the student’s field.
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The Cornell-sponsored
international conference,
“Owning Nature,”
produced many
worthy outcomes.

Stephen Hilgartner, Science
and Technology Studies,
directs the Ethical,
Legal, and Social Issues
thrust of the Cornell
Genomics Initiative.
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Victor Nee, Sociology,
initiated the Einaudi
Center’s Comparative
Societal Analysis Program.
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Ravi Kanbur,
Applied Economics and
Management; Economics
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David Sahn,
Nutritional Sciences;
Economics
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Ravi Kanbur and David Sahn
organized a well-funded program
on Strategies and Analyses for
Growth and Access (SAGA)
in Africa.

Christopher Barrett, Applied Economics and
Management, directs “Rural Livelihoods and
Biological Resources: Technologies and
Institutions” (RLBR), which encourages and
supports graduate students who go abroad
to fine-tune dissertation proposals.
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For more information:

Mario Einaudi Center for International Studies
170 Uris Hall
Cornell University
Ithaca, NY 14853
(607) 255-6370, Fax: (607) 254-5000
http://www.einaudi.cornell.edu
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RLBR has been not only intellectually stimulating
but also effective in raising extramural grants. A
team led by Christopher Barrett and Alice N. Pell,
Animal Science, has won a $1.7 million 5-year
National Science Foundation grant for work on
homeostasis and degradation in fragile tropical
agroecosystems. There is also a $600,000 3-year
grant for related work on rural markets, natural
capital, and dynamic poverty traps in east Africa,
and about $1.5 million in Ph.D. training grants
from the Rockefeller Foundation.

The focus on regions has created effective synergies
with a well-funded program on Strategies and
Analyses for Growth and Access (SAGA) in Africa,
organized by economists David E. Sahn, Nutritional
Sciences; Economics, and Ravi Kanbur, Applied
Economics and Management; Economics. One of
SAGA’s first priorities is a survey of ethnographies,
inspired by the Sussex Village Studies Program,
in order to understand how economic insecurity
is experienced and understood in particular places.
These understandings will guide development of a
research protocol involving macrodata, very much
in line with the style of work promoted by RLBR.

Though there are supposedly deep schisms
between “applied” and “theoretical” social science,
experience at Cornell reveals that social science
theory is seldom so robust or sufficiently specified
as to be above improvement from confrontation
with ground realities. And seldom is any practically
important social phenomenon simple, theoretically.

In the Einaudi Center’s programming around
terrorism and war after September 11, intense
conversations revealed that area knowledge,
humanistic concerns within a framework, historical
perspectives on empire and resistance, and theories
of power in the international system provided, in
dialogue, richer understandings of the tragedies
unfolding. Real events challenged easy assumptions
about theoretical knowledge. The world seldom
presents itself in the packages served up by
academic departments, yet sustaining interdisci-
plinary discourse is notoriously difficult. Cornell
has experienced progress in three tasks in the
international studies community: “re-grooving” a
generation of researchers steeped in disciplinary
practice; expressing discoveries in ways compre-
hensible to public discourse without becoming
simplistic; and training a new generation of
students with better interdisciplinary contacts,
skills, and inclinations than their teachers.

Ronald J. Herring
Director of the Einaudi Center, l996–2002,
and J. S. Knight Professor of International
Relations, Government
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