Interdisciplinarity: Levels of Description and Complementary Perspectives
In the summer school cluster, interdisciplinarity functions as a central principle for teaching. The aim is not simply to bring together different academic disciplines, but to approach complex phenomena through the coordinated use of different levels of description.
Many of the phenomena addressed within the cluster - such as perception, cognition, or mental disorder - can be described from several vantage points. These include, among others, subjective experience, cognitive function, neural dynamics, physiological mechanisms, and physical structure. Each level provides access to different aspects of the same phenomenon and relies on its own concepts, methods, and explanatory standards.
In this approach, these levels are treated as equally important. Subjective reports are not regarded as secondary to brain imaging data, nor are neural measurements understood as replacing psychological descriptions. Rather than privileging one level as more fundamental than others, the teaching approach treats them as complementary descriptions that must be related and coordinated.
Integration therefore does not mean reducing one level of explanation to another. Instead, it involves establishing meaningful relations between different perspectives. In practice, such integration is often partial and local: common conceptual ground may be created where necessary, without assuming that all perspectives can be unified into a single explanatory framework.
Methodological Dimensions
Interdisciplinarity is expressed not only in what is studied, but in how it is studied. Different levels of description require different forms of investigation. First-person experience may be explored through phenomenological reports or psychophysical methods; cognitive functions may be studied through behavioral paradigms or computational models; neural activity may be investigated through imaging or electrophysiological techniques.
These methods are not interchangeable and cannot be ranked in a simple hierarchy. Each method provides access to particular aspects of a phenomenon and operates under its own standards of rigor and validity. Students therefore learn why different methods are needed and how their possibilities and limitations shape scientific conclusions.
Conceptual and Interpretative Dimensions
Interdisciplinarity also involves conceptual and interpretative differences between disciplines. Concepts such as “attention”, “representation”, “function”, or “experience” may be understood differently depending on whether the perspective is psychological, neurobiological, computational, or philosophical.
Similarly, empirical findings may be interpreted in different ways depending on theoretical assumptions and disciplinary traditions. What counts as a satisfactory explanation may vary: one approach may focus on identifying mechanisms, another on modelling functional processes, another on describing experiential structure, and another on enabling clinical intervention.
These differences are not obstacles to interdisciplinary work. On the contrary, they represent distinct explanatory aims that must be articulated and understood if integration is to be meaningful.
Navigating Epistemic Complexity
Students are therefore trained to navigate a complex epistemic landscape. They learn to move between descriptive levels, methodological approaches, and interpretative frameworks without reducing one to another.
Teachers play a central role in making this process explicit. Rather than presenting knowledge as a collection of finalized facts, they show how scientific conclusions depend on methodological decisions, conceptual assumptions, and theoretical perspectives. Students are introduced to both the insights and the limitations of current research and are encouraged to engage critically with both.
Summary
In the summer school cluster, interdisciplinarity refers to the coordinated use of multiple levels of description, each associated with distinct methods, concepts, and interpretative aims. By learning how these perspectives relate to one another, students develop the ability to navigate the complexity that characterizes contemporary scientific research.

