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Claes-Fredrik Helgesson

CIRCUS
is (and has been) many things

1



some points of reference for how the subsequent chapters 
fit into the larger mosaic of CIRCUS. 

C IRCUS is the result of  a set of  
formal decisions
One way to describe an organisational unit like CIRCUS  
is to depict key formal decisions. For CIRCUS, many 

of the constitutive decisions were made in 2017. The first 
came in June, when the Humanities and Social Sciences 
Disciplinary Domain Board decided to ask the University 
Board of Uppsala University to establish CIRCUS. This board 
is the governing body of the Disciplinary Domain of Hu-
manities and Social Sciences, which is one of the three 
disciplinary domains at Uppsala University, the other two 
being the Disciplinary Domain of Medicine and Pharmacy, 
and the Disciplinary Domain of Science and Technology. 
The Disciplinary Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences  
spans six faculties, which in turn encompass a varying 
number of departments. The aim for CIRCUS, then, was pri-
marily to span and facilitate collaborations across depart-
ments and faculties within this part of Uppsala University.

The University Board followed suit in November 2017 
with a decision to establish CIRCUS under the Disciplinary 
Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences. The centre was 
to be funded by the Vice-Chancellor and the disciplinary 
domain. A month later the formal instructions governing 
CIRCUS were decided upon:

CIRCUS is intended as both a platform and physical 
environment for the initiation and development of 

Sharing some of the many stories of CIRCUS
CIRCUS stands for Centre for Integrated Research on 
Culture and Society and is a centre within Uppsala 
University aimed at fostering cross-disciplinary re-

search collaborations. As the name implies, CIRCUS is cen-
tred in the humanities and the social sciences. From this 
base, CIRCUS has a mission to facilitate collaborations that 
span the entire breadth of research at Uppsala University. 
The centre began to have permanent staff in 2019. However, 
several activities, as well as the necessary discussions and 
decisions, predate this starting point. 

The aim of this book is to share some stories to illus-
trate what CIRCUS is about. It is important to us to include 
multiple vantage points and voices in this account. After 
all, a university centre like CIRCUS has many stories and 
facets: it has stories about discussions and key decisions; 
it has stories about the research and researchers it has en-
gaged with; it has stories about the staff and others in the 
day-to-day activities; it has stories of what it is about; it has 
stories about specific events and key moments. The circus 
as a colourful metaphor is also there somehow, as part of an 
attitude if you like. We want to honour this diverse quality 
of CIRCUS by providing space for multiple vantage points, 
but without assuming the burden of needing to make this 
into a large, comprehensive account covering every per-
spective. We are here rather aiming to provide some im-
portant tiles in a much larger mosaic of stories.

The contributions to this volume thus seek to repre-
sent a few facets of CIRCUS. This opening chapter provides 
some initial orientation. The simple outline will set out 
some of the broader contours of CIRCUS and thus provide 
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publicly coined and before the decision to create a formal 
centre. Such calls have been a central feature of CIRCUS 
with one or more calls being made every year. The applica-
tions are assessed by external peer reviewers and a decision 
on which applications to support is made by the CIRCUS 
board based on the review panel’s joint assessment. Some of 
the voices of researchers supported by CIRCUS are provided  
space in chapter 4. In a broader sense, the very existence of 
these calls is a testament to how CIRCUS was constructed 
from the start to serve as facilitator of initiatives coming 
from researchers. A key feature of CIRCUS, in other words, 
is to support ‘bottom-up’ initiatives.

Further, another type of formal decisions concerns the 
manning of operations. This includes deciding on the first 
small task force in 2015 and then the larger working group 
starting in 2016, both headed by Anna Singer, Professor at 
the Department of Law and Deputy Vice-Rector of the Dis-
ciplinary Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences. An-
other key manning decision came in spring 2018 when the 
first board of CIRCUS was appointed, with Anna Lindström, 
Professor at the Department of Scandinavian Languages 
and Deputy Dean of the Faculty of Languages, as the first 
chair. This is when CIRCUS truly became an organisational 
unit within Uppsala University. Finally, we have the staffing 
of the secretariat, where I was appointed the first Director 
of CIRCUS in autumn 2018, beginning to build the everyday 
operations from 1 January 2019, followed by further hirings 
to expand the CIRCUS team and provide capacity to develop 
and implement activities.

It had already been decided in the first instructions that 
CIRCUS would be formally evaluated after a few years of op-

problem-driven and thematic research collaboration 
across subject, faculty and disciplinary domain lines. 
CIRCUS complements the discipline-based structure 
of the disciplinary domain and is intended to follow 
up and support the initiatives from temporary forums 
and networks that researchers in the domain initi-
ate across subject boundaries. The goal is to develop 
skills at UU [Uppsala University] for problem-driven 
research aimed at identifying and promoting studies 
on key cultural topics and contemporary problems 
in society. (Translated excerpt from Instruction for 
Circus, HUMSAM 2017/18)

Constitutive decisions like these taken in 2017 were preced-
ed by work, sometimes a lot of work. Chapter 3 presents an 
account of some of the efforts made by the working group 
that prepared the proposal to create CIRCUS. This account of 
the process indicates starting points of what became CIRCUS 
dating back to 2014 or even earlier. Chapter 3 further tells 
the story of the name and how the Old Observatory was 
identified as the place for the secretariat. The account of 
the working group’s efforts provides more insight into the 
organisational ecology within which these decisions were 
prepared and made. 

The decisions on which specific collaborative researcher 
initiatives to support are another category of formal de-
cisions that are key to CIRCUS. Calls to apply for support 
for research networks within the Disciplinary Domain of 
Humanities and Social Sciences were announced already 
by the above-mentioned working group in autumn 2016. 
This, it is worth noting, was before the name CIRCUS was 
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by efforts that improved the conditions for such initiatives 
to take place. In brief, it stated that a bottom-up approach 
is not the same as a laissez-faire approach.

Describing an organisational unit like CIRCUS as a long 
series of formal decisions offers a particular outlook on 
organisational life. It provides a narrative made up of mo-
ments of formal decision-making through the lens of the 
records that document what was decided when, and by 
whom. Formal decisions are key events in the history of 
any centre, but they are far from conveying the full picture 
of what is and has been going on. This is why we have fo-
cused on other stories in this book, such as the longer and 
unsurprisingly more meandering story of the creation of 
CIRCUS in chapter 3, or the voices of the researchers en-
gaged with CIRCUS in chapter 4.

C IRCUS is many activities 
Focusing on the quotidian is another way to under-
stand a centre like CIRCUS. This would include the 
many seminar and workshop discussions that dif-

ferent groups of researchers have and have had in the meet-
ing rooms Cassiopeia and Circinus at the Old Observatory 
where the secretariat of CIRCUS is based. (More informa-
tion about the Old Observatory is provided in chapter 2.)  
A description of the everyday would further include the 
truly mundane, which nevertheless is also important, such 
as the regular preparation of coffee and tea for the essential 
fika breaks. It would further include the many preparatory 
meetings that are held when devising a workshop with and 

eration. The evaluation subsequently performed involved a 
panel of three experts external to Uppsala University, who 
delivered their report in February 2022. After a little more 
than a year of deliberation and digestion within the Univer-
sity, the Humanities and Social Sciences Disciplinary Do-
main Board and the Vice-Chancellor decided that CIRCUS 
should continue for five more years (2024–2028) with a 
somewhat broadened mandate. CIRCUS, though still based 
on research in the humanities and social sciences, was in-
structed to develop research collaborations spanning the 
entire breadth of research at Uppsala University:

CIRCUS’s overall mission is to develop successful 
interdisciplinary research of the highest quality for 
the benefit of humanity and for a better world. This 
is achieved by strengthening the University’s ability 
to produce various forms of cross-cutting research 
through skills development and qualified support 
for researcher-initiated cross-cutting collaboration. 
CIRCUS undertakes activities that strengthen em-
ployees’ ability to initiate and participate in such 
collaborations. CIRCUS also works to develop the or-
ganisational conditions for cross-cutting research 
collaboration at the University. Finally, CIRCUS also 
supports collaboration-intensive research projects. 
(Translated excerpt from Instruction for Circus, 
HUMSAM 2023/114)

The bottom-up orientation in supporting cross-cutting re-
search is still at the core. However, the new instructions 
indicated more clearly that this was to be complemented 
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 Seminar series, workshops and conferences initiated 
by researchers and supported by CIRCUS after an 
application (since 2019).

 Seminars and workshops in the perennial series 
Interdisciplinary Possibilities, Practices and Challenges 
(since 2019).

 The annual symposium (since 2019).

 The annual Interdisciplinary Garden Party  
(since 2019).

 The Uppsala Lectures on Making Sense of Our Time 
(since 2022).

 CIRCUS Interdisciplinary Summer School  
(since 2022).

At CIRCUS, we are also keen to make learning and improv-
ing part of the everyday. We regularly gather information 
on lessons learned from initiatives and we also make use 
of surveys and end-of-project reports to learn how we can 
improve. Chapter 4 presents some of the feedback we 
have received from researchers in these surveys. During 
the pandemic we, like many others, learned how to hold 
meaningful events over Zoom. The pandemic even led us  
to try to develop a digital version of our annual Inter
disciplinary Garden Party, where we sent out small boxes 
to registered attendees (see artefacts three and four in 
chapter 5).

for a group of researchers, when organising an interdisci-
plinary summer school, or indeed when planning for the 
annual CIRCUS Interdisciplinary Garden Party. Then there 
is all the communication to get the word out about what is 
going on. 

Most such activities are prepared and performed by 
CIRCUS staff in collaboration with researchers. The Uppsala 
Lectures on Making Sense of Our Time are one such ex-
ample. The idea for this series was brought to us by Jenny 
Andersson, professor at the Department of History of Sci-
ence and Ideas, and Sofia Näsström, professor at the De-
partment of Government. The first of these lectures took 
place in autumn 2022 with Lea Ypi, Professor of Political 
Theory at the London School of Economics. We have since 
hosted one such well-attended lecture per semester. An-
other example of how researchers are involved in shaping 
our activities was when we workshopped with a group of 
researchers on what an interdisciplinary summer school 
could look like in spring 2022. The first summer school 
was subsequently offered in August 2022. (For more on the 
summer school, see chapter 6.) A key point here is that the 
everyday preparation of initiatives and events is highly in-
teractional and regularly involves researchers from differ-
ent parts of Uppsala University. Here is a list of different 
kinds of events that are part of the everyday CIRCUS:

 Seminars and workshops within the research 
networks supported by CIRCUS (since 2019).

 Seminars for the groups developing cross-cutting 
research projects and grant applications (since 2020).
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C IRCUS is ideas
The CIRCUS acronym is evocative. It indicates a ven-
ue that provides the premises for the real artists qua 
researchers to perform, to meet one another and, 

perhaps, create “surreal juxtapositions”. The above quote is 
from a paper by organisation scholar Martin Parker in which 
he examines the nomadic organisation of the circus. Park-
er’s inquiry centres on how such a complex, peculiar and 
culturally laden organisation is both a business organisation 
and something that produces magic. In that sense, there is a 
great deal of similarity between such circuses and CIRCUS at 
Uppsala University. A circus and CIRCUS both involve a large 
number of differently skilled people who come together to 
produce something that may evoke awe. It requires collabo-
rative artists and it requires those equally collaborative peo-
ple who provide the right conditions for the artistry to occur.

It is possible to identify several ideas that are central 
to how CIRCUS emerged and evolved. One early core idea 
was that support for initiating and developing research col-
laborations across disciplinary boundaries can be organ-
ised through means other than the creation of new stable 
structures like thematic centres. This was expressed in the 
first instructions as the platform function and was central 
to the working group that brought CIRCUS into existence 
(see chapter 3). A related idea was that the facilitation of 
cross-cutting constellations ought primarily to be around 
themes that are researcher-defined. CIRCUS is a programme 
for finding new pathways for fostering research rather than 
a specific, thematic research programme.

Another core idea is to embrace the existence of multiple 
reasons why multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary research 

Describing an organisational unit like CIRCUS as a long list of 
events and an endless list of everyday activities provides a 
quite different narrative compared to an account of formal 
decisions. The milestone decisions recede into the back-
ground, and a myriad activities are foregrounded instead.  
Looking at the activities complements the wide sweep of 
formal decisions with richer stories about what things look 
like in practice. This is why we included stories such as 
the one about the creation of CIRCUS Interdisciplinary 
Summer School (chapter 6).

Whatever we say about the circus as an organiza-
tion, about its economics or its anthropology, it is 
hard not to notice its strangeness. A social scientific 
description of the circus might somehow miss the 
myth, would fail to catch the very weirdness that it 
welcomes. Consider, for example, Rudy Horn, who 
would balance six cups of tea on his head whilst rid-
ing an unicycle, flick the sugar cubes in with his foot, 
and then finally flick the spoon into the top cup. … 
Or Schmarlowski the animal trainer, who dresses 
a woman in a fur coat that suddenly dissolves into 
dozens of live polecats with a fox playing the part 
of a collar (Stevens 2004: 9, 22). This is the stuff of 
dreams, of surreal juxtapositions and motivations 
hidden by greasepaint. (Parker 2011, 557) 
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may seem interesting and rewarding for researchers. As 
Andrew Barry and Georgina Born put it: “Interdisciplinarity 
has come to be at once a governmental demand, a reflexive  
orientation within the academy and an object of knowledge” 
(Barry and Born, 2013). Cross-cutting research endeavours 
can thus aim to address key societal challenges in novel and 
productive ways. However, they can also, and equally legit-
imately, be driven by other motivations. This means that 
cross-disciplinary collaborations may need to take many 
forms, and that different situations and problems may in-
fluence the kinds of cross-cutting collaboration that are 
appropriate in a given setting. For CIRCUS this means that 
we need to facilitate collaborations by providing an appro-
priate mix of different forms of support and devise the sup-
port given the specifics of the situation.

Working in new constellations can require new skills. CIRCUS  
embodies the idea that we, as well as the researchers we 
work with, can accumulate and disseminate know-how 
and skills relevant for cross-cutting collaborations. We do 
this through activities for sharing experiences across our 
cross-cutting endeavours as well as through listening in on 
and disseminating insights from research about interdis-
ciplinary research. This is the reason we arrange activities 
like the perennial seminar series Interdisciplinary Possibili-
ties, Practices and Challenges as well as the Interdisciplinary 
Summer School (see chapter 6). Contributing to capacity 
building for researchers and the University as an organisa-
tion not only improves the likelihood of successful collabo-
rations, it further improves the versatility of the University 
as a whole.

A final idea central to CIRCUS concerns the value of playful-
ness. This posits that it is deeply meaningful to give room to 
the joys of intellectual assemblies, such as indulging in wit 
and quirkiness. Joy is one way to summon the courage to 
try something new. It means caring about having a collab-
orative atmosphere that is inclusive and provides room for 
many to contribute, to ask questions, and to offer different 
outlooks. A key quality of worthwhile collaborative process-
es is that they provide situations where many can contrib-
ute and where differences are given and received with good 
intent and grace. Though we may not use greasepaint at 
CIRCUS, we still believe that playfulness can be part of the 
stuff that can make dreams and surreal juxtapositions into 
something amazing.
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A t the Old Observatory
CIRCUS is not only a centre for research and inter
disciplinary collaboration in a metaphorical sense –  
it is also a physical place where researchers from 

different scientific backgrounds meet, workshop and min-
gle. The Old Observatory, where CIRCUS has been located 
since 2019, is an imposing, yet typical, building for an old 
university town. Imposing in the way we often view monu-
mental architecture from the 19th century – an aesthetic 
colossus loaded with values from the era of great aspirations 
of Bildung and scientific progress. Typical in the way that 
similar types of buildings are found in many European uni-
versity towns. In fact, monumental neo-classical and gothic 
architecture are signifiers of the above-mentioned values. 

The Old Observatory was built in the heyday of the 
development of the natural sciences. It opened its doors 
in 1853 after almost a decade of construction on the out-
skirts of Uppsala. Here, astronomical observations could 
be made without the risk of light or smoke pollution. The 
Celsius Observatory from the 18th century, in the centre of 
town, had gone out of fashion and Gustaf Svanberg (1802–
1882), Professor of Astronomy, was keen to erect a modern 
observatory and space for teaching.

The establishment of a new observatory in Uppsala was 
far from uncontroversial. In fact, Svanberg had to plead his 
case many times before the University Board. Construction 
was repeatedly delayed for lack of funding and the sight 
of the half-finished building was an eyesore to many pas-
sers-by. Svanberg’s greatest adversary was Wilhelm Fredrik 
Palmblad (1799–1852), Professor of Greek and a loud voice 
on the Board. He argued publicly in the daily press that the 

new observatory was pointless and too costly – besides, 
there was already a functioning observatory in Stockholm. 
Svanberg was forced to reply, and the fight was on. Old 
universities are often slow-moving ecosystems. At times 
they can relatively quickly adapt to change, whilst at other 
times a forward-looking vision meets with various degrees 
of conservative scepticism. Today, however, such academ-
ic fights are usually not front and centre in the daily press. 
Luckily for us, Svanberg eventually secured funding for 
the observatory and it became home to the Department of 
Astronomy until 2000, when the department moved to its 
new premises at the Ångström Laboratory. Today, the Old 
Observatory still has a functioning telescope which is open 
to the public for special viewings – a fact that CIRCUS has 
taken advantage of. During our annual Interdisciplinary 
Summer School, participants are invited to view the stars 
whilst contemplating the benefits and challenges of inter-
disciplinary collaborations. 

Since 2000, many University institutions and depart-
ments have been housed at the Old Observatory. CIRCUS is 
the latest organisation to enjoy and leave its mark on the 
building. With our meeting and workshop rooms, named 
Cassiopeia and Circinus, the Old Observatory has become 
a place where researchers gather in different constellations 
to work on joint projects and learn more about how they 
can pursue multi- and interdisciplinary research (and oc-
casionally to look at the stars for a change of perspective).
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Drawing of the plans for a new observatory at Uppsala University. The Observatory, c. 1880. 
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The Observatory viewed from Kyrkogårdsgatan c. 1860 by the 
artist Eric Österlund (1812–1907). 

Gustaf Svanberg, Professor of Astronomy, c. 1870–1880. 
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The Old Observatory in 2019. New meeting room meets 19th century fireplace at CIRCUS in 2021. 
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Two suggestions for further 
reading about the history of  
the Old Observatory (in Swedish)

Frängsmyr, Carl. 2010. Uppsala 
universitet 1852–1916, vol 2:2. 
Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis. 
Uppsala: Edita Västra Aros. 

Larsson, Milosz A. 1999. 
Uppsala Observatorium.  
En jämförande analys av 1800- 
talets observatoriebyggnader 
i Berlin och Uppsala beträf-
fande läge, plan och elevation. 
B-uppsats. Uppsala: Konst
vetenskapliga institutionen.
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How did CIRCUS come about?
What were the ideas and initiatives that paved the 
way for the creation of CIRCUS? What characterised 
the organisational setting at Uppsala University 

in the second half of the 2010s in which these initiatives 
emerged and took shape? What were the perceived prob-
lems and opportunities? With these questions, I set out to 
interview four persons closely involved in the efforts that 
led to the creation of CIRCUS. I wanted to know about the ef-
forts and thoughts that had taken place long before I came 
to know about CIRCUS.

This chapter looks into the history of CIRCUS before it 
became an organisation, which I would like to date to the 
appointment of the board in April 2018. The aim of this 
history is to acknowledge the vision and efforts of those 
who were key in shaping what became the origins of CIRCUS.  
An additional aim is to recognise some aspects of Uppsala  
University’s ‘organisational ecology’ that also played a key 
role in making CIRCUS possible. Like most things, a univer-
sity centre like CIRCUS requires both a set of interlinked 
initiatives and a set of enabling contingencies. This text 
foregrounds efforts up to 2018 in the making of CIRCUS. This 
exercise of looking back further serves the auxiliary pur-
pose of providing a glimpse into the organisational context 
of which CIRCUS subsequently came to be a part. 

The core of this chapter is a brief oral history, comple-
mented with access to minutes from working group meet-
ings, key decisions and documents. The interviews were 
conducted in February 2024, with the difficulties that come 
with having a significant temporal distance to the events of 
interest. Focusing entirely on the interlinked initiatives and 

contexts up to April 2018 provides a framework aimed at mit-
igating this challenge. My effort to detach this story from the 
present incarnation of CIRCUS is meant to keep the focus on 
the open question of what made CIRCUS possible and avoid 
sliding into assessment-oriented questions such as whether 
CIRCUS actually became the organisation envisioned. Ad-
dressing that question would certainly be a valid exercise, 
but would make it harder to learn from the earlier efforts.  
It would furthermore make me, as the first director of CIRCUS, 
since 2019, an inappropriate chronicler of this story.

The four persons I interviewed for this piece are Anders 
Ekström, Anna Lindström, Mattias Martinson and Anna 
Singer. They were all involved in one way or another in the 
key working group that preceded the creation of CIRCUS. 
They were also professors and representatives from four 
different faculties within the humanities and social sciences.  
Two of them – Ekström and Lindström – had come back 
to Uppsala only a few years earlier after positions at other 
universities, an experience which they independently now 
note as having contributed to giving them new perspectives 
on Uppsala University. Moreover, two of them – Lindström 
and Martinson – subsequently became members of the 
CIRCUS board in April 2018. 

A working group in search of new ways  
to facilitate research collaborations
In autumn 2016, there was a brief interview on the 
University intranet with Anna Singer, the Deputy 

Vice-Rector for Humanities and Social Sciences, about a 
newly opened call inviting researchers within the humani-
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Reichel. The creation of this group had been preceded by 
a smaller task force created in December 2015 and led by 
Singer, which had also included Lindström, Ekström and 
Hertting. They had begun mapping the many cross-cutting 
collaborations and initiatives that existed within the dis-
ciplinary domain and reflecting on how the domain could 
revise the support for such initiatives.

Singer had become acting Vice-Rector of the Disciplinary 
Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences in September 
2014. One of the tasks lined up for her was to review the 
goals and strategies of the disciplinary domain. This meant, 
in particular, reviewing how the domain could promote 
research collaborations across its six faculties. There had 
already been several initiatives over many years, mainly 
centres focusing on geographical regions. Yet by the time 
of the working groups, there was an inkling sense that this 
approach insufficiently addressed the long-standing objec-
tive of increasing cross-cutting collaborations as intended 
within the domain. There was thus a growing suspicion 
that some such efforts contributed to a further fragmen-
tation of research within the domain, contrary to their ac-
tual purpose to bridge research across the departments  
and faculties:

You opened a waterhole and then everyone gathered 
around it, and when the waterhole ran dry, then 
everyone moved on. But the waterhole continued to 
be there as a fenced-in entity not providing any dyna-
mism. This way of working did not promote dynamic 
collaborations. 
 Anna Singer, interview in spring 2024.

ties and social sciences in Uppsala to apply for funds to de-
velop cross-cutting research collaborations. The initiative 
had been forged by a working group tasked with promoting 
research collaboration across the six faculties within the 
Disciplinary Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences at 
Uppsala University. This working group was colloquially 
abbreviated AFFAF 2 and Singer noted in the intranet in-
terview that the call was a pilot and that the domain leader-
ship would visit Oxford and Cambridge later in the autumn 
of 2016 to look at other working models for stimulating 
cross-cutting research collaborations. 

Our starting point has been the goal and strate-
gies of the [Disciplinary] Domain [of Humanities 
and Social Sciences at Uppsala University], where 
we write that we should support and stimulate re-
search collaborations across disciplines, faculties 
and domains. This is the model proposed by the 
working group in the spring to support initiatives 
from researchers in the best possible way for the 
Domain.1
 Anna Singer, autumn 2016 in internal news.

The AFFAF working group had begun in spring 2016 and 
is an essential element of what became CIRCUS. It included 
parts of the domain leadership and representatives from 
the faculties within the domain and it figures centrally 
in the key decisions that led up to the creation of CIRCUS. 
Singer headed the working group, whose other members 
included Shirin Ahlbäck Öberg, Anders Ekström, Nils 
Hertting, Mattias Martinson, Elisabet Nihlfors and Jane 
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of Theology, had proximity to a multidisciplinary research 
centre hosting the programme The Impact of Religion: Chal-
lenges for Society, Law and Democracy (IMPACT). The centre 
called Centre for Multidisciplinary Research on Religion and 
Society (CRS) had been established several years previously 
at the Faculty of Theology. A bit later, from 2014 and on-
wards, Martinson had also been involved in establishing the 
Centre for Multidisciplinary Studies on Racism (CEMFOR), 
at the same faculty. This development at one faculty sug-
gested that the funding landscape might be shifting more 
towards multi- and interdisciplinary calls, and that the do-
main would need to be better prepared to respond to such 
shifts: “There were more and more indications that it would 
be strategic to not just prepare disciplinary grant applica-
tions” (Anna Lindström, interview 2024). 

The interviewees now, in spring 2024, further empha-
sised two more organisational elements as important in 
guiding the efforts that emanated in the proposal for the 
creation of CIRCUS. The first of these was that there was a 
largely new set of people in leadership positions within the 
Disciplinary Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences. 
Singer recalled that this had energised efforts to realise the 
long-declared strategy of increasing cross-cutting collabo-
rations. She and other interviewees also stressed that at the 
time there was a gradually strengthening sense of coming 
together among the six deans within the Disciplinary Do-
main of Humanities and Social Sciences, compared with 
what had previously been the case. Moreover, there was 
a large continuity in this collective and the domain leader
ship moving forward from 2014–2015, which provided a 
more stable setting for the initial smaller task force and 

It was further recognised that the degree of success of such 
initiatives in actually serving as an open meeting place 
tended to become too dependent on the qualities of who
ever came to lead them. The Forum for Advanced Studies in 
Arts, Languages and Theology (SALT) was also shut down 
around this time. SALT had been an effort to serve as a 
meeting place for researchers from three of the six faculties 
within the domain. In short, there were several indications 
that the then current modus operandi did not work suffi-
ciently well in promoting sustained and growing research 
collaborations across the six faculties within the domain.

“What can we do differently to further promote cross-
cutting research collaborations within the domain?” grad-
ually emerged as a key guiding question. The report from 
the initial smaller task force in spring 2016 resulted in 
the Humanities and Social Sciences Disciplinary Domain 
Board appointing a proper working group, AFFAF, head-
ed by Singer, Deputy Vice-Rector of the domain between 
2014 and 2020. A shared and growing sentiment was that 
the previous efforts did not provide the proper conditions 
for lasting dynamic collaborations across disciplinary and 
departmental boundaries. There was further a shared un-
derstanding that future initiatives should depend less on 
specific individuals.

Several members of the AFFAF group had valuable expe-
riences from working in cross-cutting settings. Nils Hertting, 
from the Faculty of Social Sciences, had experience from the 
multidisciplinary Institute for Housing and Urban Research 
(IBF). Anna Lindström and Anders Ekström had both, as 
mentioned, experiences from less siloed university settings 
in Sweden as well as abroad. Mattias Martinson, as Dean 
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trip to Oxford and Cambridge in November 2016. However, 
there is another important beginning and context to be rec-
ognised before I can attend to the important trip to the UK.

T here is more than one beginning  
and more than one context
The working group operated in a larger research 
funding and research policy context. The group 

perceived, as I have already mentioned, that changes were 
afoot in the national and international funding landscape. 
The research bill presented by the Swedish government 
every fourth year can serve as one example of this broader 
context. The bill published late in November 2016 stated:

The government foresees an increased need of spe-
cific initiatives to support interdisciplinary and 
cross-sectorial research and innovation to address 
the complex characteristics of societal challenges in 
Sweden as well as globally. (My translation, Swedish 
Government, Prop. 2016/17:50)

Statements like these, and accompanying research funding 
initiatives, can be seen as expressions of this broader con-
text within which the efforts of the working group occurred. 
This is not the place to thoroughly explore the various broad 
research policy discourses and their shifting emphasis at 
the time of the work that lay the foundation for CIRCUS. 
However, these currents in the research policy arena form 
an important backdrop to the initiatives that paved the way 
for the creation of CIRCUS.

subsequent working group to develop new ideas for how to 
foster research collaborations across the six faculties.

The other organisational element stressed by my inter-
viewees concerned the standing of the members of the task 
force and working group. The group had had a diverse set 
of expertise, but had at the same time not been seen as 
strongly attached to or defending any specific previous 
effort or operational model.

I think it mattered that we who were in this group 
[AFFAF] were considered trustworthy. We were not 
colleagues who had run our own small research cen-
tres, and we were not linked to any particular ideology. 
 Anna Lindström, interview in spring 2024.

Singer herself reflected that the strong mandate for her 
work in this area had come from the fact that she was per-
ceived as non-partisan. Lindström further recalled with 
great appreciation Singer’s skilful and persistent work in 
forming the working group and providing productive con-
ditions for progress without herself dominating the dis-
cussions. The latter point is noteworthy given that there 
was conspicuous resistance to realising ideas in this di-
rection from several quarters within the University. This 
included people in leading positions as well as staff who 
had been involved in centres and fora that were now being 
de-funded.

This was the state of affairs in the autumn of 2016 when 
Singer announced the call inviting researchers at Uppsala 
to apply for funds to develop cross-cutting research collabo-
rations. What happened next was the previously mentioned 
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holders as well as national and international expertise. It is 
well worth noting that two of the speakers at these events 
subsequently became external members on the CIRCUS 
board (Mats Benner and Lynn Åkesson).

Ekström had further encouraged members from the 
Uppsala working group to take part in these events. This, 
he recalled, “provided them with access to the wider con-
text in which such discussions were held” (Anders Ekström, 
interview 2024). Ekström thus served as a conduit between 
the efforts in Uppsala and a national arena where broader 
research policy issues were articulated. Furthermore, and 
equally important, he was himself a forceful articulator 
pushing a vision for a more integrative approach in this na-
tional context.

The national and the Uppsala contexts were thus con-
nected. Yet the governing concerns were not entirely the 
same. When I interviewed Ekström now, in spring 2024, he 
was careful to emphasise that his approach had differed de-
pending on whether he was articulating these matters in the 
national arena or when taking part in the working group in 
Uppsala in his position as pro dean at the Faculty of Arts. 
The organisational concerns within the Disciplinary Do-
main of Humanities and Social Sciences at Uppsala Univer-
sity were, he stressed, of no significance when he had talked 
in larger arenas about the need for integrative research for 
addressing societal challenges. The organisational aspects 
were more present, however, when reflecting on how to bet-
ter leverage the potential for synergies in a broad but exten-
sively siloed university like Uppsala. There was, he summa-
rised, a need for “different arguments, in different roles and 
at different levels” (Ekström, interview 2024).

There was another and more concrete connection between 
the efforts of the working group and certain research 
policy discussions in the national context. That link is 
Anders Ekström. Ekström was part of both the task force 
formed in late 2015 and the subsequent working group. By 
then, he had already participated for many years in articu
lating the need for more integrative research approaches 
to address societal challenges in national arenas. He was 
preoccupied with modelling a future for humanities, at a 
time when the humanities were sometimes seen as irrele-
vant. An early expression of these efforts was in the book 
he had written with Sverker Sörlin and which had been 
published in 2012:

It would be possible for us to build the knowledge 
society of tomorrow with a more open and more in-
tegrated view of knowledge. We believe that such a 
change of research policy would make society more 
robust. (My translation, Ekström and Sörlin 2012, 
31–32) 

Ekström took part in arranging several national events 
around similar themes during this period. For instance, he 
and Sörlin arranged two workshops with the Swedish Re-
search Council in January and March 2016 on integrative 
knowledge environments and how a research organisation 
along such lines would be better equipped to address so-
cietal challenges (Ekström and Sörlin 2016). These work-
shops were part of work they had been doing in this area for 
the Swedish Research Council since 2014. Their efforts in 
the national research policy arena gathered national stake-
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and Sörlin had hosted in March earlier that year and both 
had been discussed in their subsequent report (Ekström 
and Sörlin 2016). The study visits to Cambridge and 
Oxford by the disciplinary domain leadership provided 
another link between the local efforts at the domain and 
broader discussions about new platforms for facilitating 
cross-disciplinary collaborations as expressed within the 
humanities and social sciences at these two respected 
universities. Again, Ekström was a key conduit in forging 
these links.

The trip entirely sold me on the idea of having a 
devoted supporting culture as it was expressed at 
CRASSH. 
Mattias Martinson, interview in spring 2024. 

All four persons I interviewed for this chapter were among 
the group visiting CRASSH and TORCH. They differ some-
what in whether they found TORCH or CRASSH more in-
spiring at the time for what was to be aimed for at Uppsala. 
Nonetheless, they all testify to the importance of this trip 
in providing momentum and shaping what later became 
CIRCUS. It felt, Ekström recalls, like a true turning point. 
The trip that started in a blizzard appears in hindsight as 
something of a ‘road to Damascus moment’ for the domain 
leadership and several involved in the AFFAF group.

At a meeting at the end of November, Anna Singer fur-
ther reported to the rest of the AFFAF working group that 
Vice-Chancellor Eva Åkesson had expressed strong support 
for the idea of creating a new initiative to support cross-
cutting research collaborations. 

T ravelling to the UK in a blizzard
Another key moment in the work that resulted in 
CIRCUS began with representatives from Uppsala 
travelling to Arlanda Airport in a blizzard, as 

Anna Lindström recalled in 2024. 
This is the previously mentioned trip to Oxford and Cam-

bridge on 9–11 November 2016. Travelling were a group of 
deans and other members of the leadership of the Discipli-
nary Domain of Humanities and Social Sciences at Uppsala 
University. This group partially overlapped with AFFAF and 
consisted in all of 12 people from Uppsala visiting CRASSH 
in Cambridge and TORCH in Oxford. CRASSH stands for 
Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities  
and had been established as part of the University of Cam-
bridge in 2001 “with the objective of creating interdiscipli-
nary dialogue across the many departments and faculties 
of the School of Arts and Humanities and the School of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, and to forge connections 
with science subjects.” 3 TORCH, The Oxford Research Cen-
tre in the Humanities, was then a more recently established 
(2013) hub that “…stimulates, supports and promotes re-
search activity of the very highest quality that transcends 
disciplinary and institutional boundaries and engages with 
wider audiences.” 4

Both these initiatives had been discussed as possible 
models of inspiration for the AFFAF working group. Anders 
Ekström arranged the visits at both places. He had been a 
visiting researcher at CRASSH in 2013 and had also estab-
lished contacts with the recently established TORCH. Rep-
resentatives of TORCH, including Victoria McGuinness, 
had also participated in the second workshop Ekström  
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as focal entities for research rather than humanities and 
social sciences as disciplinary areas of research. Mattias 
Martinson and Anna Lindström both reflect in hindsight 
that they were not as invested in the precise notion of in-
tegrated research and that other alternatives could have 
worked as well. However, all agree that CIRCUS was a strik-
ing acronym moving forward, with all that it suggested in 
the way of being a creative space for diverse ‘artists’. The 
initiative was baptised on 19 April 2017.

The plans continued to take shape during spring 2017, 
in preparation for putting a clear proposal to the Humani-
ties and Social Sciences Disciplinary Domain Board before 
summer. It was further decided that CIRCUS should be or-
ganisationally placed at the level of the domain rather than 
at any of the six faculties within the domain. This appears 
logical in hindsight. Nevertheless, it deviated from the in-
grained practice of attaching centres to a department at a 
faculty within the domain. The board approved the final pro-
posal and asked the University Board of Uppsala University 
to establish CIRCUS. CIRCUS was then formally established 
by a decision of the University Board in November 2017.  
The instructions for CIRCUS were subsequently approved 
by the domain board in December 2017.

During 2017, the AFFAF group held meetings not only 
to discuss drafts of instructions, how to assess the appli-
cations for support for research networks or the recruit-
ment of a future director for CIRCUS. During the autumn 
of 2017 they were also looking for a possible physical place 
for CIRCUS. Anna Singer recalled in 2024 that they had vis-
ited several possible buildings, but that it had all fallen into 
place when they had visited the Old Observatory. Like the 

W hat about the name? And the place?
The efforts appear to have gathered strong mo-
mentum at the beginning of 2017. The minutes 
from several working group meetings in spring 

2017 cover a variety of issues like the need for a place for the 
initiative, discussions about how to staff something akin to 
what had been seen in Oxford and Cambridge, and discus-
sions about the possible size of the budget. The interest in 
forming research networks and somewhat larger research 
programmes was also encouraging. By early 2017, the call 
had attracted 17 applications for support for research net-
works and 13 applications for research programmes. To the 
AFFAF group, and the domain leadership, this was a clear 
signal that the group was working in a promising direction. 
The group was now working toward devising a concrete pro-
posal to put forward to the Humanities and Social Sciences 
Disciplinary Domain Board before the summer. 

There was also a need for a name for the initiative, and 
possibly an acronym akin to TORCH and CRASSH. Pos-
sible names were discussed at a meeting in April 2017. 
Anna Singer remembers that she had put forward a name  
at that meeting, but that it had been easily outshone by 
the name proposed by Anders Ekström: Centre for Integrat-
ed Research on Culture and Society, abbreviated as CIRCUS. 
Ekström admits that he had had the name up his sleeve for 
a long time. He had kept it to himself in part to allow for a 
broader involvement in the group. In the interview in spring 
2024 he further stresses that the notion of integrative research 
was important to him and that it represents something 
other than interdisciplinary research. Another important 
point of the name is that it indicates culture and society  
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group and favourable contingencies produced the idea of 
creating CIRCUS.

There is a broader lesson to be drawn from this story.  
A university is rarely, if ever, of one mind when it comes to 
organisational change. Uppsala University is no exception. 
It is more like a complex organisational ecology of varying 
outlooks, orientations and opinions. This means that as-
pirations for organisational change will elicit a variety of 
positions that aim to shape, promote or inhibit the endeav-
our. There is something deeply sound in this state of affairs. 
Disunity can promote reflective and constructive deliber-
ations. It can, however, also foster knee-jerk suspicions of 
hidden ulterior motives on the part of those who hold a po-
sition that differs from one’s own. Bringing an endeavour 
like the creation of CIRCUS to fruition might thus require a 
trustworthy and patient bridging of a significant propor-
tion of the varying outlooks, orientations and opinions that 
make up the complex organisational ecology of a university 
like Uppsala University. This is a worthy lesson to take 
from the efforts of the AFFAF group led by Anna Singer.

acronym CIRCUS, the idea of being at an actual observatory 
provided productive connotations. The idea of a favoured 
place solidified in early 2018.

The board of CIRCUS was appointed in April 2018. It in-
cluded several people who had been involved in the prepa-
rations, such as Anna Lindström, Mattias Martinson and 
Nils Hertting. Lindström was elected as the first chair of 
the board. The agenda included the continued work of fully 
establishing CIRCUS and recruiting a director. The initiative 
had become a new formal unit within Uppsala University 
less than two years after the formative study visits to 
Oxford and Cambridge and around a year after it had been 
given its name.

Sometimes it takes a university  
to create a circus
In my view it is clear that what made CIRCUS pos-
sible was an intricate set of interlinked initiatives 

and a set of enabling contingencies. I have here identified 
in broad strokes how some aspects of the then present 
organisation became perceived as inadequate and how a 
group of people had gathered to explore other possibili-
ties. I have more briefly noted that there were positions 
of resistance towards such changes within the organisa-
tion. However, it is notable how this group had secured a 
trusted status where they were not seen as pushing what 
could be perceived as self-serving agendas. Moreover, the 
group had conduits to broader research policy discussions 
and they were partly entwined with a new leadership at 
the domain. Over time, the sustained endeavours of the 

1. My translation. Internal 
web news dated 14 November 
2016. 

2. Arbetsgruppen för främjande 
av forskningssamarbete.

3. https://www.crassh.cam.
ac.uk/about/ [accessed  
7 May 2024].

4. TORCH Annual Review 
2013–14.

Footnotes
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Maria Pananaki 

CIRCUS 
is a large number  

of researcher initiatives

4
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Introduction
CIRCUS has been serving as a platform for cross-cutting 
research collaborations, facilitating multi- and inter-
disciplinary work for over 250 researchers. Their efforts 

have given rise to many research initiatives, projects and 
collaborations. This chapter aims to explore the evolution 
of their work, highlighting the role CIRCUS has played in 
nurturing these endeavours.

The voices in these pages represent a composite of over 
30 researchers who have collaborated with CIRCUS, shar-
ing their insights and feedback in survey responses. These 
surveys were conducted and coded using Atlas.ti, software 
for coding and annotating large volumes of text. The reflec-
tions in this chapter are based on this collective feedback 
and are here presented through a fabricated panel conver-
sation and discussion with the audience. While the names 
and department affiliations mentioned are fictitious (except 
for CIRCUS staff), they reflect the diverse range of faculties 
and disciplines involved with CIRCUS.

Imagine stepping into a room bustling with people talking at the 
Humanities Theatre. You notice a mix of familiar and unfamiliar 
faces from every corner of Uppsala University, finding their way 
to a seat. Will they claim a spot up front or settle at the back? 
Regardless of their choice, the stage is primed for a session of re-
flection and shared insights on interdisciplinary efforts, hosted 
and guided by CIRCUS. 

Maria Esteemed researchers, it brings us great joy to see 
that so many of you are honouring us with your presence! 
My name is Maria Pananaki, Project Coordinator at CIRCUS, 
and I will moderate today’s conversation. I am accompa-
nied by Claes-Fredrik Helgesson, otherwise known as CF, 
Director of CIRCUS and Ingrid Berg, Deputy Director, as we 
together host this event. 

Each of you has taken part in a CIRCUS support form or 
event, and we hope to maintain this connection. Today’s 
gathering aims to place your voices at the heart of our dis-
cussion – to share your experiences with fellow researchers 
and to explore how CIRCUS has contributed to new cross-
disciplinary research initiatives. We are thus pleased to 
welcome a panel discussion featuring four researchers who 
have been involved in our research networks and project 
development groups. A warm welcome to Patrik Larsson, 
Postdoctoral Researcher at the Department of Theology; 
Catherine Holms, Senior Researcher at the Department of 
Civil and Industrial Engineering; David Smith, Doctoral 
Candidate at the Department of Women’s and Children’s 
Health; and Lena Mattson, Senior Researcher at the De-
partment of Sociology. We also invite questions and contri-
butions from the audience during the conversation. 

Peppy and happy!

Maria To start off our discussion, CIRCUS seeks to cre-
ate a platform that nurtures creativity and collaboration 
by balancing seriousness and playfulness. What are your 
thoughts on this approach?
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Elsa-audience Hi, my name is Elsa and I am a researcher 
at the Department of Business Studies. I can recognise both 
the enthusiasm and the peppiness in CIRCUS’s approach. 
One significant challenge that interdisciplinary research-
ers face, though, is to create and maintain meaningful  
collaborations. What has been the panellists’ experience 
in that respect? 

Lena I can certainly understand this dilemma. From what 
I’ve encountered, it’s challenging to strike a balance be-
tween involving individual network members and ensuring 
that network activities and outcomes align well with their 
own work. Nevertheless, the guidance offered by CIRCUS 
has proven invaluable, acting as a platform for connecting 
with researchers in other disciplines within humanities 
and the social sciences who were previously beyond our 
network’s reach.

Catherine Defining the parameters of our network also 
presents its own set of challenges, as we must navigate 
which activities and individuals are encompassed within its 
scope and which fall outside of it. However, our outreach 
efforts for collaboration were met with enthusiasm and gar-
nered swift recognition, partly owing to our affiliation with 
CIRCUS. Building meaningful connections with researchers 
is vital for sustaining interdisciplinary endeavours.

Patrik Sure, but you know, it is a bit of a struggle for a 
junior interdisciplinary researcher to build a network that 
actually means something. It is not just about our research; 
we must also navigate all these organisational challenges. 

Patrik Ah, I remember CIRCUS in the Age of Covid…that 
was definitely a glimpse of light! Hard to forget your online 
Interdisciplinary Garden Party in 2020. 

David Right. I found the entire event, from the distribu-
tion of party kits to the various chat rooms, to be an in-
novative method of redefining social and professional 
academic engagement at a time when gathering in large 
groups was not feasible.

Lena I also appreciated the blend of enjoyment and seri-
ousness, a combination that is not contradictory in the 
least.

Catherine Indeed, the details contributed significantly 
to the overall experience! It was quite remarkable to meet 
many unknown faces from our shared workplace at Uppsala 
University in such a manner.

David I would also like to highlight the enthusiasm exhib-
ited by CIRCUS in actively supporting and aiding our work. 
CIRCUS goes beyond mere financial support; the expertise 
and resources they offer should be widely acknowledged 
and shared.

Patrik Certainly, it’s crucial to underline your consistently 
positive and uplifting attitude in our interactions. Your 
enthusiasm is truly infectious!

CF I see a hand raised here in the front. Please, what is your 
question? 
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Patrik Indeed, financial resources enable the purchase of 
time, a precious commodity in academic life. While the 
practical help from CIRCUS has been exceptional, the moral 
support provided has been equally crucial.

Catherine I agree. It’s important to dedicate an appropri-
ate amount of time to the application process and to start 
it well ahead of time. In both regards, CIRCUS provides fa-
vourable conditions through its seed money support and 
the structure and timing of the seminar series.

David For our team, CIRCUS has been a platform for sharing 
experiences beyond institutional constraints and introduced 
a working method that encourages researchers to articulate 
their ideas early and gradually refine them. This structured 
framework fostered a more task-oriented approach.

Maria Ah, I spot a hand waving eagerly at the back! Please, 
go ahead!

Daniel-audience Hi, my name is Daniel, PhD student at 
the Department of Physics and Astronomy. Having only 
taken part in a single CIRCUS event, my familiarity with the 
various support forms is limited. Could you share more de-
tails about the help provided, aside from financial support?

Maria Of course. Would anyone like to share their experience? 

Catherine Certainly, I would like to emphasise that CIRCUS 
offered invaluable aid by providing proofreading and feed-
back on draft versions, even with limited notice. 

For example, creating effective cross-disciplinary environ-
ments is crucial to prevent younger researchers from feel-
ing trapped in a career dead-end, where opportunities to 
enhance their CV are limited.

Maria That is unfortunately true. The struggle to build 
meaningful networks and avoid career dead-ends resonates 
with the broader themes explored in discussions on inter-
disciplinary academia. Junior researchers are constantly 
balancing academic demands with the specific institution-
al context that heavily influences their career opportunities 
and obstacles (see Lyall 2019, 39). 

Ingrid I agree with Maria and I would also like to add that 
at CIRCUS, we are deeply engaged in the ongoing discourse 
about junior researchers’ career advancement in cross-dis-
ciplinary research. We actively seek to engage with junior 
researchers and provide platforms to build connections, 
such as our annual Interdisciplinary Summer School. But 
that’s a story for another time (see chapter 6).

Success is more than funding 

Maria Moving on to the next point of discussion, one of 
our guiding mottos in CIRCUS’s different support forms is 
‘trust the process’. This notion emphasises that, in essence, 
the journey of crafting a favourable outcome holds as much 
significance as any envisioned destination. How has trust-
ing the process influenced your research journey and ulti-
mately led to meaningful outcomes? 
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regularly reassess and reflect on the project’s progress. 
This not only helps in navigating the journey, but also 
encourages discussions on lessons learned. Regardless of 
the project’s outcome, this experience is invaluable and 
something researchers can carry with them into future 
endeavours. 

CF I see both Maria’s and Ingrid’s points and we do offer 
tools and support to navigate this challenge. However, it 
is also important to understand that encountering fail-
ure is an inevitable aspect of academic life. Universities 
ought to be good not only at facilitating success, but also 
at helping us to appreciate the effort. I think it is cru-
cial for academic institutions to create an environment 
where we become good at acknowledging and learning 
from failure.

Who doesn’t love a CIRCUS fika?

Maria We cannot conclude today’s conversation without 
highlighting what we believe is an essential element that 
fuels our intellectual discussions and collaborations: fika. 
Our aim with this social practice is to enhance our platform 
for cultivating relationships beyond research topics, and 
foster an environment where ideas flow freely. What are 
your thoughts on that? 

David CIRCUS has been offering venues and coordinating 
events, along with brewing coffee and arranging pastries 
for our gatherings. This should not be underestimated, 

Lena Likewise, we have experienced CIRCUS’s remarkable 
responsiveness to our inquiries, offering feedback that 
prompted us to restructure and even revise the title of an 
application.

Patrik Your flexible and unconventional approach to com-
munication with us has also been crucial. It has enabled us 
to ‘think outside the box’!

Maria We have another question. Please!

Stefan-audience Yes, thank you. I am Stefan from the De-
partment of Psychology. I guess mine is more of a comment 
rather than a question. I completely grasp the importance 
of both moral and practical support in our research jour-
neys. However, let’s not skirt around the truth: in the re-
search world, the absence of funding is often synonymous 
with failure. 

Ingrid Absolutely. While the absence of external funding 
can indeed present significant challenges, it’s essential to 
remember that setbacks and failures are not endpoints but 
rather opportunities for learning. 

Maria One example is that we often recommend creat-
ing a ‘Collaborator’s Prenup’ within the research group 
(Lyall et al. 2011). The aim of this prenup is to establish 
clear expectations and foster open communication from 
the outset, throughout the duration, and even after the 
completion of a collaborative project. By starting with a 
well-defined plan, researchers have the opportunity to 
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David In our case, when we started we held varying inter-
pretations of what defines a theory, a model, and similar 
concepts. Nonetheless, this was only a small communica-
tion challenge within the group.

Patrik Engaging in interdisciplinary research presents 
challenges, particularly when navigating diverse research 
traditions and conceptual frameworks, often resulting in 
a divergence in language and understanding. Nevertheless, 
it should be of interest to all of us to strive to bridge these 
gaps when embarking on such collaborations.

CF If I may add, navigating the complexity of interdiscipli-
nary dialogues often requires a holistic approach; on the 
one hand, critically evaluating the beliefs and assumptions 
inherent in a particular perspective and on the other hand, 
immersing oneself in the worldview of a particular dis-
cipline or viewpoint, even if it may seem foreign or con-
tradictory to one’s own beliefs (Strober 2011). By actively 
seeking out and valuing diverse perspectives, interdiscipli-
nary teams can create a more nuanced understanding of 
complex problems, which can facilitate respectful dialogue 
across disciplines and promote intellectual growth. 

Maria And with that reflection, I think it’s time to conclude 
what I believe has been an insightful conversation. I would 
like to extend a heartfelt thank you to our esteemed panel-
lists and our engaged audience for sharing your thoughts 
and reflections! We invite you to explore our research ex-
hibition, where you can discover the work of our research 
networks and project development groups over the years.  

as fika has been a cornerstone of our network’s approach 
to cultivating an inclusive and positive academic atmos-
phere.

Lena I also remember that CIRCUS events prioritise gener-
ous coffee breaks for freer discussions among participants. 
Many event schedules tend to be overly packed, neglecting 
the importance of allowing attendees time to digest con-
tent and connect with others.

Patrik Holding seminars and workshops in venues outside 
participants’ respective departments has also been a stra-
tegic move in cultivating relationships. Gathering on neu-
tral territory not only encourages collaboration but also 
fosters a deeper sense of cohesion within the network.

Catherine For us, the Observatory has served as both a 
physical and social hub where diverse, and occasionally 
opposing, perspectives converge.

Maria Yes, a question please!

Sara-audience Hi, my name is Sara and I am a postdoc at 
the Department of Law. I wanted to delve deeper into the 
last comment regarding meeting diverse voices. How has 
that influenced your collaboration process? 

Catherine In our experience, while collaboration eventu-
ally proved successful, it was a gradual process to grasp how 
our individual skills, both within our respective disciplines 
and across them, could enhance the project.
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2019–2020

Bostaden som rättighet 
Main applicant: Emma 
Holmqvist, Institute for 
Housing and Urban Research. 
Faculties represented:  
Social Sciences, Law 

Ecological Narratives: Bio/
Cyber/Semiotic Perspectives 
Main applicant: Katherine 
Hayles, Department of 
English. Faculties represent-
ed: Languages, Arts

Kulturarv och etik i fred 
och konflikt 
Main applicant: Elisabeth 
Schellekens Dammann,  
Department of Philosophy. 
Faculties represented:  
Arts, Social Sciences

Nature as Culture: The (Re)
production of Common Sense 
(NaC) 
Main applicant: Ulrika Dahl, 
Centre for Gender Research. 
Faculties represented: 
Arts, Law, Social Sciences, 
Theology, Medicine

2020–2021

HERO – Den högre utbild
ningen som forsknings- 
objekt 
Main applicant: Linda Wedlin, 
Department of Business 
Studies. Faculties repre
sented: Social Sciences, Arts, 
Educational Sciences

The Interdisciplinary Island 
and Seascape Research 
Cluster
Main applicant: Helene 
Martinsson-Wallin, Depart-
ment of Archaeology and 
Ancient History. Faculties 
represented: Arts

Justice, Sustainability 
and Arctic Futures 
Main applicant: Corine  
Wood-Donnelly, Institute  
for Russian and Eura-
sian Studies. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Arts, Theology

Migration as a Legal 
and Political Process 
Main applicant: Rebecca 
Thorburn Stern, Centre  
for Multidisciplinary 
Research on Religion and 
Society (CRS). Faculties 
represented: Theology,  
Law, Arts, Social Sciences 

We hope this exhibition will inspire you and serve as a cata-
lyst for further interdisciplinary dialogues and connections 
to flourish.

Imagine yourself exiting the theatre amidst a crowd of fellow re-
searchers making your way to the research exhibition. There, the 
discussions centre around the refinement and realisation of both 
existing and novel research ideas.

This chapter illuminates the impact of CIRCUS in nurtur-
ing cross-cutting research endeavours and sustaining col-
laborative efforts. Drawing upon a collective of reflections 
shared by researchers involved with CIRCUS, it highlights 
the organisation’s dedication to facilitating interdiscipli-
nary work.

Outside the Humanities Theatre there is an exhibition with post-
ers from all research networks and project development groups 
supported by CIRCUS over the years. 

CIRCUS’s Cross
disciplinary  
Research Networks

pp.54–55 The Humanities Theatre, Uppsala University.
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Inre kraft 
Main applicant: Freddie 
Lymeus, Institute for Housing 
and Urban Research. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Arts, Theology 

Image Content Through AI 
Pre-training 
Main applicant: Jan von 
Bonsdorff, Department of Art 
History. Faculties represent-
ed: Arts, Languages, Theology 

Rasism och diskriminering 
i den svenska skolan 
Main applicant: Claes Tängh 
Wrangel, Centre for Multidis-
ciplinary Studies on Racism 
(CEMFOR). Faculties repre-
sented: Theology, Educational 
Sciences, Social Sciences 

Research Network 
on Digital Politics 
Main applicant: Alexandra 
Segerberg, Department 
of Government. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Languages, Law, Science and 
Technology

Uppsala Human Rights 
Research Network
Main applicant: Anna-Sara 
Lind, Department of Law. 
Faculties represented: Law, 
Social Sciences, Theology

2023–2024

Organizing Local Food 
Main applicant: Daniel 
Lövgren, Department of Infor-
matics and Media. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences 

Tvångsvårdens former
Main applicant: Moa Kindström 
Dahlin, Department of Law. 
Faculties represented: Law, 
Social Sciences

Uppsala University Network 
on Indo-European Studies 
of Cultures, Languages 
and Traditions (UNI-CULT): 
Main applicant: Terje 
Østigård, Department of 
Archaeology and Ancient His-
tory. Faculties represented: 
Arts, Languages, Theology 

Uppsala Technical Humanities 
Network
Main applicant: Eva Lindqvist 
Sandgren, Department of Art 
History. Faculties represent-
ed: Arts

USER: Uppsala Smart Energy 
Research
Main applicant: Peter Juslin, 
Department of Psychology. 
Faculties represented: 
Social Sciences, Science and 
Technology

Studies on Education, 
Migration and Segregation 
(EMS) 
Main applicant: Håkan 
Forsberg, Department of 
Education. Faculties  
represented: Educational 
Sciences, Social  
Sciences 

TextWorlds: Global Mapping 
of Texts from the Pre-Modern 
World 
Main applicant: Rune 
Rattenborg, Department of 
Linguistics and Philology. 
Faculties represented: 
Languages, Arts

2021–2022

Aquifers in the
Anthropocene 
Main applicant: Susann 
Baez Ullberg, Department of 
Cultural Anthropology and 
Ethnology. Faculties rep-
resented: Arts, Law, Social 
Sciences 

Historical Study of National 
Christianities 
Main applicant: Urban 
Claesson, Department of 
Theology. Faculties repre-
sented: Theology,  
Educational Sciences, Arts 

Ledarskap, effektivitet och 
rättsstatlighet i fredstida 
kriser 
Main applicant: Olof Wilske, 
Department of Law. Faculties 
represented: Law, Social 
Sciences

Anxiety – An Interdisciplinary 
Research Network 
Main applicant: Malin 
Gingnell, Department of 
Psychology. Faculties repre-
sented: Social Sciences, Arts, 
Theology, Languages, Medicine 

Den digitala staden 
Main applicant: John Östh, 
Department of Human Geogra-
phy. Faculties represented: 
Social Sciences

FAL: Fieldwork in Anthro-
pology and Linguistics 
Main applicant: Harald Hammar- 
strom, Department of Linguis-
tics and Philology. Faculties 
represented: Languages, Arts 

2022–2023

Heritage Transformations 
Main applicant: Cecilia 
Rodéhn, Centre for Gender 
Studies. Faculties represent-
ed: Arts, Languages, Social 
Sciences, Law, Theology 
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Digital Management 
of Reproductive Health
Main applicant: Helga 
Sadowski, Department of 
Informatics and Media. 
Faculties represented: Social 
Sciences, Arts

2021–2022

Self-Referential Social 
Perception at the Macro Level
Main applicant: Mikael Bask, 
Department of Economics. 
Faculties represented: 
Social Sciences, Science and 
Technology

Landsbygder: representa-
tioner av ruralt och lokalt 
i svensk litteratur 2000–2020
Main applicant: Anna Carin 
Billing, Department of Liter-
ature and Rhetoric. Faculties 
represented: Arts, Social 
Sciences

The Art of Migrating
Main applicant: Tina 
Mathisen, Department of 
Human Geography. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Arts

Ludum Platform: Video games 
and learning in children
Main applicant: Joshua 

Juvrud, Department of Game 
Design. Faculties represented:  
Arts, Social Sciences 

Att stärka inre kraft hos 
personer utsatta för våld 
i nära relationer
Main applicant: Freddie 
Lymeus, Institute for Housing 
and Urban Research.  
Faculties represented: Social 
Sciences, Arts, Educational 
Sciences 

Revealing the Roots of 
Minoan Language and Culture 
through Combined Approaches
Main applicant: Anna Foka, 
Department of ALM. Faculties 
represented: Arts, Languages, 
Medicine

Pandemic Racism – Life and 
Death in the Times of the 
Corona Virus
Main applicant: Irene Molina, 
Institute for Housing and 
Urban Research. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Theology, Medicine 

The Fight against Global 
Antibiotic Resistance
Main applicant: Simone 
Callegari, Department of In-
formatics and Media. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Science and Technology

CIRCUS’ Cross- 
disciplinary  
Project Groups

2020–2021

Artificiell intelligens, 
moraliskt aktörskap 
och ansvarsutkrävande
Main applicant: Johan 
Eddebo, Department of The-
ology. Faculties represented: 
Theology

MAIN (Mainstreaming Fascism: 
Culture, Nostalgia and 
the Global Rise of Radical 
Nationalism)
Main applicant: Mattias 
Gardell, Department of The-
ology. Faculties represented: 
Theology 

Sanatoriet som socialkultur- 
ell arena 1891–1945
Main applicant: Britt-Inger 
Johansson, Department of Art 
History. Faculties represent-
ed: Arts

The Image as the Living 
Counterpart: How Art and 
Visual Ephemera can 
Contribute to Beneficial AI 
Modelling
Main applicant: Jan von 

Bonsdorff, Department of Art 
History. Faculties repre-
sented: Arts, Science and 
Technology

Innovating Funerals and 
Funeral Rites in Sweden
Main applicant: Johan 
Jansson, Department of 
Human Geography. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Theology

Retorik och avtalsrätt
Main applicant: Erik Bengtson, 
Department of Literature and 
Rhetoric. Faculties repre-
sented: Arts, Law

PLATYPUS: Participatory Play 
in Public Heritage Spaces
Main applicant: Lina Eklund, 
Department of Informatics 
and Media. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Arts

Moving and Mobilizing 
Meaning. Competitive influ- 
ence through international 
communication in a 
multipolar digitalized global 
environment (DigInCom)
Main applicant: Göran 
Svensson, Department of 
Informatics and Media. 
Faculties represented: Social 
Sciences, Languages 
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2023–2024

POMMAC (Pär och Mathias 
med Anna-Carin)
Main applicant: Pär Ågerfalk, 
Department of Informatics 
and Media. Faculties rep-
resented: Social Sciences, 
Science and Technology 

SUSTAIN (Survive and Thrive 
Action Interventions)
Main applicant: Hannah 
Bradby, Department of Soci-
ology. Faculties represented: 
Social Sciences, Medicine

eHealth Data Analysis Group 
(eHDA)
Main applicant: Fan Wallentin, 
Department of Statistics. 
Faculties represented:  
Social Sciences, Arts, 
Medicine

Larpocracy
Main applicant: Jon Back, 
Department of Informatics and 
Media. Faculties represented: 
Social Sciences, Arts

Nature for whom?
Main Applicant: Tom Mels, 
Department of Human 
Geography. Faculties rep-
resented: Social Sciences, 
Science and Technology, 
Medicine

Gamla Uppsala? Archaeologi- 
cal Treasures beneath 
a Cathedral
Main applicant: Eva Lindqvist 
Sandgren, Department of Art 
History. Faculties represent-
ed: Arts 

Arting, Curating, Wording, 
Worlding: Artistic Practices 
as Methods in Academia
Main applicant: Anna Orrghen, 
Department of Art History. 
Faculties represented: Arts, 
Social Sciences

2022–2023 

Frigör universiteten
Main applicant: Johanna 
Ringarp, Department of Edu-
cation. Faculties represented: 
Educational Sciences, Arts 

Företagsrekonstruktion: Mot 
en typologi för livkraftstestet
Main applicant: Jonatan 
Schytzer, Department of Law. 
Faculties represented: Law, 
Social Sciences 

REASON: Researching 
Administrative Decisions: 
An Ethico-Legal Approach 
to Reason-Giving
Main applicant: Johanna 
Romare, Department of The-
ology. Faculties represented: 
Theology, Law

Consumer Behaviour 
and Antibiotic Resistance: 
A Sustainability Issue
Main applicant: Anna-Carin 
Nordvall, Department of 
Business studies. Faculties 
represented: Social Sciences, 
Medicine

Sanning, fiktion och juridiskt 
ansvar. Den auktoritära 
impulsen som hermeneutiskt 
problem i skönlitteratur och 
svensk rättstext

Main applicant: Joel 
Samuelsson, Department of 
Law. Faculties represented: 
Law, Arts 

Following the Money: Etabler-
andet av humanvetenskapernas 
forskningsfinansiella 
infrastruktur
Main applicant: Per Wisselgren, 
Department of History of 
Science and Ideas. Faculties 
represented: Arts, Education-
al Sciences 

Rasism och diskriminering 
i den svenska förskolan 
och skolan
Main applicant: Annika 
Nilsson, Department of 
Law. Faculties represented: 
Law, Theology, Educational 
Sciences 

Skolan som kyrka: Kyrkliga 
praktiker i svenska 
folkskolemiljöer 1850–1950
Main applicant: David 
Sjögren, Department of 
Education. Faculties repre-
sented: Educational Sciences, 
Theology, Arts

Tvångsvårdens former
Main applicant: Stefan 
Sjöström, Department of 
Sociology. Faculties repre-
sented: Social Sciences, Law
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Curated by Ingrid Berg

CIRCUS 
is an exhibition

5
An organisation like CIRCUS is made up of its people and 
its activities – the researchers that create inspiring work-
shops and meetings, and the staff and board that organise 
events, run the operation and develop new ways of sup-
porting interdisciplinary research. But an organisation 
also has a material manifestation – it creates artefacts that 
become representations of its vision and its context. 

In 2023, CIRCUS gathered its material culture into an ex-
hibition celebrating the first five years of CIRCUS. The exhi-
bition opened on 30 May at the annual Interdisciplinary 
Garden Party in the Old Observatory. This chapter is a cata
logue of artefacts that were on display. 
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Artefact 1: The Snow Globe The snow globe – a common 
novelty Christmas decoration – symbolises CIRCUS and 
Uppsala University’s special connection to TORCH and the 
University of Oxford 

T he Iconography of the Snow Globe 
A composite object of ceramics and glass, this 
undated and unstamped snow globe is a strik-
ing object. In the centre, it features the Radcliffe 

Camera at the University of Oxford. The building was erected 
in 1737–1749 and serves as a reading room for the Bodleian  
Library. Along the sides of the globe, underneath the glass 
dome, we see other examples of famous buildings: the 
Bridge of Sighs and Christ Church’s Tom Tower and College. 
Interestingly, the Radcliffe Camera features again along the 
sides of the globe – perhaps underlining the special im-
portance of this building in the history of knowledge and 
Bildung at the university. 

The globe’s intended purpose as Christmas decoration 
would suggest that a winter theme would run throughout 
the iconography, analogous to the traditional Santa-Claus-
and-reindeer motif popularised in snow globes across the 
world. Here, instead, we see trees in full bloom. A figure 
wearing blue trousers and a white shirt practices the tra-
ditional art of ‘punting’ along the river. Inside the dome, 
however, snow falls on the Radcliffe Camera. This blending 
of seasons perhaps suggests the permanence of the univer-
sity – a place of learning for all seasons.
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C IRCUS and TORCH – a blossoming friendship
The snow globe was purchased during a visit to 
Oxford by the staff at CIRCUS in 2020, just before 
the pandemic hit Europe. Since then, it has held a 

prime position at the office as a reminder of the interna-
tional network of interdisciplinary centres catering to the 
needs of imaginative researchers worldwide. 

In the mid-2010s, CIRCUS only existed as an embryo in 
the imagination of the Domain of Humanities and Social 
Sciences. Looking for inspiration on how to foster and 
encourage interdisciplinary research, they turned to the 
University of Oxford. Founded in 2013, the Oxford Research 
Centre in the Humanities (TORCH) aims to promote inter-
disciplinary research, as well as collaborations with exter-
nal stakeholders through their Knowledge Exchange Pro-
gramme. In 2020, CIRCUS staff visited TORCH. Then, two 
years later, staff from TORCH reciprocated the visit in 
Uppsala, and took part in the CIRCUS Summer School in 2022.

Today, we at CIRCUS are happy to call ourselves friends 
of TORCH. In 2023, we signed a Memorandum of Under-
standing between our two universities and we are starting 
to facilitate closer collaborations between our researchers. 

FACTS
Snow Globe
Date of manufacture: 2020 CE 
(terminus ante quem)
Materials: Painted ceramics, 

glass, adhesive, fake snow (…).
Provenance: Purchased  
at a gift shop in Oxford by 
Ms Mella Köjs and graciously 
donated to CIRCUS in 2020. 
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Artefact 2: EmbRoidery Cross-disciplinary research is 
very much like tossing a fruit salad – it takes a bit of extra 
work, but the result can be delicious!

A Fruit Salad Day
 “Are you having a fruit salad day when you visit 
other faculties, or what’s going on?”

This question was posed by a friend and col-
league of Ingrid Berg (who shall remain anonymous). In-
grid felt inspired and created a cross-stitch embroidery for 
CIRCUS. The motif features bananas, cherries, an orange 
and a watermelon (objectively the most delicious of fruits 
and also quite easy to embroider). Since 2021, the embroi-
dery has decorated the seminar room Cassiopeia in the 
Old Observatory. 

A fruit salad is composed of many different kinds of 
fruit – all of them bring something unique to the dish. 
The taste of the fruits has to harmonise but they still keep 
their distinctive flavours. We can easily draw an analogy 
to cross-disciplinary projects and networks. Here, people 
from different backgrounds and disciplines come together 
to investigate a research problem and they all bring some-
thing to the table. 

In the best of salads, you can be an interdisciplinary 
researcher while still keeping the delicious flavour of your 
preferred discipline. 
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T he crux of interdisciplinarity 
For many researchers, attending a seminar or 
workshop at another department can be like 
venturing into unknown territory. For centuries, 

the university system has created silos and boundaries 
between disciplines and people. The upside is specialisation 

– a skill necessary to solve many specific research problems. 
The downside is isolation – an obstacle when facing ‘wicked 
problems’ that require interdisciplinary solutions. 

The mission of CIRCUS is to strengthen researchers’ 
abilities to collaborate across departments, faculties and 
domains. This is done through open calls for researchers 
to form networks and project groups and to organise sem-
inar series, workshops or conferences. Every step of the 
way, CIRCUS offers financial and administrative support as 
well as mentoring on best praxis and solutions to challeng-
es that arise when collaborating. 

We are here to make your collaboration as fruitful as possi-
ble (pun intended). 

FACTS
Embroidery 
Date of manufacture: 2021 CE
Materials: Aida fabric 
(cotton), thread, glass, wood, 
metal, paper. 
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Artefact 3: The Box When the COVID-19 pandemic 
struck the world, CIRCUS moved its Garden Party online – 
the box of goodies symbolises the importance of keeping in 
touch and of caring for each other in times of crisis. 

A box of compassion and care 
This unassuming paper box was sent to participants 
before the CIRCUS Interdisciplinary Garden Party 
in May 2020. It contains everything a researcher 

might need for a successful party: a straw, umbrella and ice 
tea mixture to make your own cocktail; a bar of soap to wash 
your hands (important during a pandemic); flower seeds to 
plant in your own at-home garden; a balloon for decorat-
ing your home office; snacks for munching; Trivial Pursuit 
cards for keeping up your general knowledge; and playing 
cards for engaging with the online magician. It also con-
tained information about CIRCUS and forthcoming events. 

The goodies in the box were used in the four virtual 
rooms in the Zoom Garden. Besides its function as a con-
tainer of props, the box was also a reminder of the impor-
tance of caring for each other in times of stress and anxiety. 
As such, it symbolises the social commitment of support 
centres to cater to the needs of researchers and to care 
for our shared academic family. Research is a collective 
endeavour – and we need to make sure that we create a 
healthy and supportive environment where creative ideas 
and people can thrive.
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C IRCUS and the Pandemic
In the spring of 2020, Uppsala University moved 
its operations online to meet new regulations. This 
caused a tremendous amount of extra work; a heavy 

duty fell on teaching staff and lecturers to create online 
content and restructure classes. The pandemic created 
both professional and personal insecurity and stress: Will 
I become sick? How can I protect my elderly relatives? 
How can I work at home with my kids hanging around the 
house? While Sweden did not take extreme measures in 
comparison to other countries, we all still felt restricted 
and worried. 

At CIRCUS, we tried our best to keep up with the times. 
Our main mission is to create new research collaborations 
at the University, a mission which requires meetings of 
various kinds. We learned new methods for creative hybrid 
and virtual meetings. We arranged Zoom fika breaks for 
staying connected and our networks received an extension 
of their support from CIRCUS. 

In the aftermath of the tumultuous year that was 2020, we 
are proud to have continued to build CIRCUS together with 
researchers and staff at our great University.

FACTS
The Box
Date of manufacture: 2020 CE
Materials: Paper, glue. Johan Ståhl, Pofessional Magician.
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Artefact 4: The Professor Cards In academia we meet a 
lot of interesting characters – the professor cards are a fun 
way to reflect on the identity of ourselves and others. 

T he Professor Cards
As the pandemic entered its second year, CIRCUS 
hosted its second online Interdisciplinary Garden 
Party. One of the themes of the party was aca-

demic identities. The Professorial (stereo)type collector cards 
were distributed in the gift boxes sent out to the partici-
pants. The box also included a mask that you could design 
yourself. 

In the collector cards, we meet nine different charac-
ters based on common (stereo)types of professors that you 
encounter at departments across the University – ranging 
from the attention-seeking Professor Limelight to the bit-
ter Professor of Eternal Grudges. The cards are one way of 
opening up a discussion on who we are or who we aspire 
(not) to be. 

At CIRCUS, we believe in playful seriousness and that 
games are a great way of learning new things. We have, for 
instance, worked with the Department of Game Design to 
develop various role-playing exercises to use in interdis-
ciplinary settings. By reflecting on our own identities and 
practices, we can begin to talk in earnest about the ‘politics 
of belonging’ in academia and the inclusionary and exclu-
sionary processes that we all are a part of. 
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Interdisciplinary identity
A very common concern for researchers engaging in 
cross-disciplinary work is the experience of a sense 
of identity crisis. If I venture outside my field, then 

who am I? Will I get tenure if I publish work that could be 
considered outside my discipline? Departments can some-
times be fierce gatekeepers and decide who to let in and 
who to keep out based on narrow definitions of a true mem-
ber of the discipline. 

Catherine Lyall has written extensively about how disci-
plines shape our professional identities. Interdisciplinary 
early-career researchers in particular feel stressed about 
matters of self-identification. Importantly, Lyall high-
lights that interdisciplinarity in itself is a valuable skill. 
The Synergist is a researcher who can identify new promis-
ing collaborations and who understands the mechanisms 
of interdisciplinary work. The Synergist is, in short, an ex-
pert in research integration! 

In the best of worlds, we should be able to have multiple be-
longings in our shared academic family. And the particular 
skillset of synergists should be valued as a great academic 
resource. 

FACTS
Professors Cards
Date of manufacture: 2021 CE
Materials: Paper, print.
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Artefact 5: The Shape of CIRCUS

T he rapid discovery
The shape of CIRCUS was discovered in early 2019. 
Key figures in the quest for the CIRCUS shape 
were Tobbe Gozzi and the Director of CIRCUS. 

Their collaborative efforts to find the shape began in early 
January 2019. The actual discovery was declared at the end 
of the same month.

The discovery was hindered by several false finds. First, 
they found a multi-coloured circle of unclear provenance 
that claimed to be the actual shape of CIRCUS (1). They then 
found an agglomeration of circles (2) and an agglomeration 
of rhombi (3), both claiming to be the authentic representa-
tion of CIRCUS. 

It was when they found a shape combining several cir-
cles and rhombi, that they knew that they had indeed dis-
covered the true shape of CIRCUS (4). 

The discovery resulted in a flurry of activity where the 
shape was put to use in a variety of expressions such as 
slide decks and roll-ups. In our curated collection we have 
a coffe cup, a deck of cards and a book-sized tote. 

1.

3.

2.

4.
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Evoking many interpretations
Since its discovery in early 2019, the shape has been 
the subject of several conflicting interpretations. 
Some highlight how the circle alludes to the Latin 

word for ring and how the rhombus and strong colours are 
recurrent parts of the iconography of traditional circuses. 

Others have suggested that the six coloured figures that 
make up the shape could be seen as the six faculties within 
the Disciplinary Domain of Humanities and Social Scienc-
es at Uppsala University.

There are additional readings suggesting that these fig-
ures are: neckties representing the masculine traits of ac-
ademia; diverse people meeting in a meaningful scholarly 
conversation; or indeed daggers drawn within a secret con-
gregation of knights.

The emerging established view is that the shape affords 
several both complementary and competing interpreta-
tions. Productive ambiguity is a key feature of the shape, as 
is its malleability. It is, just like CIRCUS as an organisation, 
open so as to expand rather than limit the number of fruit-
ful possibilities. 

FACTS
Coffee cup
Date of manufacture: 2019
Materials: Ceramic
Provenance: Purchased from  
a properly procured supplier.

Deck of cards
Date of manufacture: 2021
Materials: Coated paper. 

Provenance: Made for CIRCUS 
third Interdisciplinary Garden 
Party (held online).

Book-sized tote
Date of manufacture: 2022
Materials: cotton 
Provenance: Made for CIRCUS 
fourth Interdisciplinary 
Garden Party.
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Maria Pananaki 

CIRCUS 
is a summer school

6
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[A]t the crux of good interdisciplinary research lies 
not a shallow knowledge of myriad topics but a de-
tailed understanding of how to make different forms 
of knowledge work together synergistically.
Lyall, Catherine (2019, p. 66)

W hy a summer school? 
CIRCUS’s Interdisciplinary Summer School 
emerged from conversations about how CIRCUS 
could enhance not just collective, but also indi-

vidual competencies for effective collaboration in cross-
disciplinary research. The central ideas revolved around the 
necessity of capacity building and a concentrated setting 
that extended beyond the existing support forms. These 
ideas culminated in the development of a three-day course, 
inaugurated in August 2022 at the Old Observatory. This 
was followed by a second summer school in August 2023, 
establishing it as an annual event at CIRCUS. 

We have seen that we could contribute to substantial capac-
ity-building in both the theory and practice of cross-cutting 
research in a way that the seminar series cannot achieve.  

A summer school would target both those who are already 
involved in CIRCUS support as well as others within 
Uppsala University. As a first step, a small-scale three-
day summer school is planned for 2022 at the Observatory.
(CIRCUS’s plan for 2022)

This chapter unravels the making of the summer school, 
offering insights into the planning and implementation 

processes along with reflections from teachers and partic-
ipants involved. 

Exploring interest and crafting  
the programme 
In the early stages of planning, we sought to gauge 
interest within Uppsala University through a survey.  

Sent out in February 2022 to over 400 individuals, the  
response was overwhelmingly positive. All 47 responses 
affirmed the appeal of a cross-disciplinary summer school. 
The survey provided a wealth of insights and suggestions, 
which we carefully organised into three broad categories:

 Theoretical perspectives on interdisciplinarity, 
delving into different concepts and approaches.

 Practical aspects of cross-disciplinary work, 
including organisational challenges.

 Specific research topics like sustainability and 
medical humanities, areas ripe for interdisciplinary 
exploration.

Moving forward, a workshop in April 2022 brought together 
ten enthusiastic researchers to refine our draft plans for 
the summer school. Splitting into groups, they discussed 
the proposed programme and shared their thoughts on po-
tential topics as well as how to make the summer school 
inclusive. Their valuable input guided the development of 
our summer school programme.
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The essence of our aims and objectives found form in ses-
sions alternating between three main themes:

1. Theory of Interdisciplinarity: Sessions delve 
into various theories and concepts within interdis-
ciplinary research, exploring epistemological and 
methodological foundations. These sessions eluci-
date the distinctions between inter- and multidisci-
plinary approaches, investigating the integration of 
knowledge and methods across disciplines. 

2. Working in Academia. This theme navigates 
two pivotal questions: How can we effectively col-
laborate in cross-cutting research projects? Who 
am I as an interdisciplinary researcher? Participants 
are equipped with tools to foster cohesive research 
collaborations and gain practical insights for a sus-
tainable academic life. They engage in role-play ses-
sions, facilitated by the Department of Game Design 
at Uppsala University, to hone communication and 
collaboration skills. Additionally, they participate 
in experiential workshops led by a professional ac-
ademic career coach, exploring insights through 
physical movement and imagery, and reflecting on 
the challenges and rewards of an interdisciplinary 
academic path. 

3. Tools, Maps and Practices: International and 
local experts share experiences from cross-cutting 
research initiatives, introducing essential organisa-
tional structures. Attendees receive practical guid-

As we subsequently shaped the framework for the summer 
school, our focus was on designing an enriching experience 
aligned with our core aims and learning objectives. These 
pillars guided us through the development of the course 
structure, the daily sessions and the evening activities.

The overarching aims of the summer school were to: 

 Cultivate capacity in various facets of cross-cutting 
research.

 Provide a comprehensive overview of the literatu-
re on interdisciplinary research alongside practical, 
hands-on, experiences.

 Explore the potential, hurdles and opportunities 
inherent in research collaborations across disciplinary 
boundaries.

The specific objectives were crafted to assist participants in:

 Articulating key concepts central to discussions on  
multi- and interdisciplinarity and summarising 
pivotal literature on various forms of cross-cutting 
research.

 Addressing common challenges in cross-disciplinary 
research by applying relevant tools and practices.

 Balancing diverse roles and engagements within 
cross-cutting research collaborations.
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varied disciplines, genders, seniority levels, and diverse 
national and international research backgrounds. In both 
2022 and 2023, the summer school welcomed 18 partici-
pants, representing different faculties within the University, 
contributing to a vibrant combination of knowledge and 
experience. 

Beyond the process of participant recruitment, the engage-
ment of qualified teachers was equally crucial. We were 
committed to assembling a distinguished faculty possess-
ing a profound understanding of interdisciplinary research 
and capable of delivering both theoretical depth and prac-
tical insights. This quest for rich and diverse expertise led 
us to collaborate with professionals from Uppsala Univer-
sity, the University of Oxford (in 2022), Aalborg University 
and the University of Helsinki (in 2023), as well as a profes-
sional academic coach. The culmination of this effort was 
the formation of a 17-member faculty in both 2022 and 2023, 
each bringing a unique set of perspectives. 

While the operational aspects of the summer school 
were taken care of by the CIRCUS staff, we were devoted 
to establishing enduring traditions. These traditions were 
introduced to participants on the first day, setting the tone 
for commitment and engagement throughout the summer 
school: 

 Embrace a fluidity of languages for inclusive discus-
sions.

 Foster a collaborative environment where everyone 
contributes to the enrichment of the present moment.

ance on navigating or initiating interdisciplinary 
research teams, learning about outreach strategies, 
stakeholder engagement and effective collaborative 
project creation. These sessions also provide insights 
into funding opportunities and useful tools for de-
veloping cross-cutting projects.

Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone.

 “But which is the stone that supports the bridge?”  
Kublai Khan asks.

 “The bridge is not supported by one stone or another,”  
Marco answers, “but by the line of the arch that they form.”

Kublai Kahn remains silent, reflecting. Then he adds:  
 “Why do you speak to me of the stones? It is only the arch 
that matters to me.”

Polo answers: “Without stones there is no arch.”
Calvino, Italo (1997, p. 74)

M aking connections and  
building traditions
The CIRCUS summer school serves as a dynam-
ic platform catering to a diverse audience, in-

cluding senior PhD students, junior researchers, seasoned 
tenured lecturers and professors at Uppsala University. 
Our paramount objective in participant selection is to culti-
vate inclusivity, drawing together a mix of individuals from 
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 Engage in collective efforts for mundane house-
keeping tasks, reinforcing a sense of community with 
shared responsibilities.

The traditions not only aimed to enhance the overall expe-
rience of the summer school but also sought to cultivate a 
sense of ownership and an environment conducive to col-
laboration and lasting connections. An additional compo-
nent intended to further cultivate this environment were 
the organised evening activities, which included a guided 
tour of the Observatory grounds and telescope, a docu-
mentary screening and discussion facilitated by a CIRCUS 
mentor, and a mingle and dinner at the Observatory. These 
activities were designed to provide opportunities for par-
ticipants to engage beyond the academic setting, creating 
moments for shared experiences and deeper connections.

The CIRCUS Interdisciplinary Summer School began as an 
idea that we might be able to provide a setting for an im-
mersive form of capacity building for interested research-
ers at Uppsala University. Now, after co-creating it for two 
years, it is becoming an evolving institution with a growing 
body of alumni who to a significant extent continue to en-
gage in inter- and multidisciplinary endeavours. It is this 
momentum that has made the Interdisciplinary Summer 
School a part of what CIRCUS is.

p. 103 Summer school participants being shown the telescope 
at the Old Observatory by Eric Stempels, an astronomer at  
the Department of Physics and Astronomy, Uppsala University.
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CIRCUS 
is made real by people and ideas

7
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I t is time for the coda
In this book we have aimed to exemplify what CIRCUS 
is about. We have covered some stories about the re-
searcher experience, stories about the Old Observa-

tory, about some artefacts and specific events, etc. These 
are all tiles of a larger mosaic of stories, stories of mun-
dane progress, minor setbacks, and stories of lessons 
learned.

The broader picture we want to convey with this book 
is how all the stories of CIRCUS are made by people and 
ideas. There would really be no point to CIRCUS, had it not 
been for the many researchers that have found it mean-
ingful to engage with CIRCUS in various ways. The plural 
is important here. A key feature of the very idea of CIRCUS 
is that it is open to welcoming groups of researchers pur-
suing very different ideas and projects and having very 
disparate outlooks and orientations. The seminar room 
might one day be full of researchers from various parts 
of the University sharing an interest in a tool for Bayes-
ian analysis, and another day gather a multidisciplinary 
group of researchers exploring the sounds of poetry. Each 
such endeavour pursues its own pathway, but may in ad-
dition benefit from the possibilities of more unexpected 
juxtapositions. 

What is much more difficult is to come to understand 
the way colleagues from different disciplines think: 
their assumptions; concepts; categories; methods 
of discerning, evaluating and reporting ‘truth’; and 
styles of arguing – their disciplinary cultures and 
habits of mind. (Strober 2011, 4)

In Interdisciplinary conversations: Challenging habits of thought 
(Strober 2011) the economist Myra Strober examined a set 
of interdisciplinary seminar series at universities in the 
United States and what had influenced how successful they 
were. In her analysis, she used the notion of ‘disciplinary 
habits of mind’ to describe how researchers in different dis-
ciplines have been trained to think. A central observation 
was that these normally implicit disciplinary habits of mind 
needed to become more explicit. This, in turn, required 
participants to become more aware of their own ingrained 
ways of seeing and understanding research problems. It 
further required the group to postpone what she called the 

‘doubting game’, of which different disciplinary habits of 
mind regularly have their own elaborate version. For ex-
ample, doubting the reliability of observations is central 
to scholarly work, but it could inhibit conversations when  
mobilised early in interdisciplinary encounters. Instead, 
she concluded that the reverse, the ‘believing game’, was 
a key component for making juxtapositions productive:

The process of synthesizing ideas from disparate 
disciplines is unfamiliar and uncomfortable. But it 
is precisely in that discomfort that the seeds of crea-
tivity lie, and if the group can continue to play the be-
lieving game – not insisting on certainty, closure, or  
judgments – participants may ultimately move to new 
truths and imaginative solutions. (Strober 2011, 165)

The broader lesson here is clear. There is a need to care for 
the ways researchers meet if we want them to productively 
gather in new constellations to purse curious new avenues 



109108

or address so-called ‘wicked problems’. Just as questioning 
and doubt are essential in research for identifying the solid 
knowledge claims, believing is essential for imagining new 
ways to approach and define worthy research problems.

Again, the metaphor of the circus can come in handy, 
but this time as a metaphor for aspects of the world and 
how the artistic circus can actually provide advice on how 
to orient ourselves in the world. This brings us to the 
American poet Robert Lax, who examined the transience 
and cyclical nature of everyday life through the lens of the 
circus. To him, the image of the circus evoked ideas of 
the repetitive, yet changing. It brought forward the sense 
of community and the wonder and joy of the performers 
and their acts. In the poem he reflected on how he “often 
thought how much like a circus the world is, and how the 
more like a circus it becomes, the better.” (Lax 2000) 

The circus is in motion, it requires  
(calm) nerves, easy breathing, balance,  
an ability to change from place to  
place without inner disturbances. 

Excerpt from Circus Days and Nights by Robert Lax (2000)
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 A university centre like Centre for Integrated Research on 
Culture and Society (circus) has many stories. This book 
shares a few of them, including a story about the creation 
of circus, stories from researchers who have engaged with  
 circus, and a tiny bit on the circus as a metaphor.

CIRCUS Interdisciplinary Insights is a book series designed to  
inspire multi- and interdisciplinary research practice & reflection. 
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Uppsala University, www.uu.se/circus


