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Scholars in our field frequently explore issues of positioning and disciplinary iden-
tity, thus revealing insecurity about our institutional value. We must realize that our
homelessness within the academic neighborhood is a position of strength, not weak-
ness. As knowledge grows increasingly specialized, our ability to position ourselves
in various places within an institution gives us administrative flexibility, marketabil-
ity, and proximity to the fields that we study.

The sophists of ancient Greece are often (and imperfectly) remembered as itiner-
ant teachers, training students in the art of using words to interpret reality for per-
suasive purposes. If one accepts this characterization, one might also argue that the
province of today’s sophists is in technical and professional communication. We
communicate with skill and art; because our work affects so many stakeholders
and is so often instructive in nature, even our informative documents can be used
to “increase adherence” to a particular idea (Perelman, 1982, p. 19). We interpret
reality, as we translate and mediate between parties who are unlikely to understand
one another. And, significantly, we have no “home” among the disciplines of the
modern-day academy; our research questions, theories, methods, practices, and ar-
eas of expertise are so diverse as to suggest to some a muddled identity.

Scholars explore how the association of technical and professional communica-
tion with a particular department, institution, industry, association, or publication
has affected the whole of what we study, and this exploration is instructive.
But such arguments often assume our discipline’s homelessness is a weakness;
rather, we need to acknowledge that this homelessness is one of our profession’s
strengths. Like most of us, the sophists were teachers—and for many of us teach-
ers, the idea of teaching in a technical and professional communication department
is attractive. We must realize, though, that a departmental structure is not always
the best way to advance our field or to serve our students. One of the strengths of
our profession is our ability to mediate and to create understanding—to show peo-
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ple how to act as interpreters for others. The technical communicators who are also
trained rhetoricians, artists, programmers, engineers, and managers are uniquely
qualified to mediate between experts and nonexpert audiences. That training al-
lows them to integrate knowledge from diverse sources into forms that resonate
with multiple audiences. Although the question of whether it is better to locate a
specific technical and professional communication program in one department or
another is significant, the field as a whole benefits when we have a presence in
many different locations.

HOMELESSNESS AS EXIGENCE

Scholars in our field have frequently written about the disciplinary identity of tech-
nical and professional communication and about our place in the academy (Faber,
2002; Hayhoe, 2006; Rude, 2009; Wishbow, 1999). Some have traced our history
through the academic schisms that shaped the field (Faber & Johnson-Eilola,
2003; Mailloux, 2006; Russell, 2002) or have narrated the emergence of the field
in response to a pedagogical need (Kynell & Tebeaux, 2009). Other scholars have
offered state-of-the-discipline assessments of the field’s current position and fore-
casts of its future development (Faber, 2002; Savage, 2004). Still other scholars
have written about the significance of interdisciplinarity to our field (Brady, John-
son, & Wallace, 2006) or have considered how to situate technical and profes-
sional communication in other disciplinary contexts (Brady et al., 2006; Kent,
2007; Locker, 2003; Longo, 2000; Reave, 2004; Spigelman & Grobman, 2006;
Todd, 2008; Wishbow, 1999; Wojahn, Dyke, Riley, Hensel, & Brown, 2001).
These questions are important, and the answers scholars have offered are valuable.
But these questions are explored so often that one must wonder why. It may be that
they reflect common interests of editorial boards and readers. It may also be that
such topics are common across many disciplines, explored by each new generation
of scholars as it seeks to make its place in its field. Then again, it may be something
else: an assumption that in academe, homelessness indicates disciplinary weak-
ness and lack of institutional value. It is a subtle, disconcerting exigence that de-
mands a rhetorical justification of our discipline (Bitzer, 1968).

For the purposes of this argument, a “home” is an independent, discipline-spe-
cific administrative unit of an institution, most often a department. “Academic
homelessness” refers to the administrative status of the field across institutions,
not just at one college or university. To illustrate, people at any given institution
know that a group of faculty members on campus teach history and can guess with
fair accuracy where that group is housed (its home), what its curriculum includes,
and what its general research directions might be. In contrast, programs in techni-
cal and professional communication are known by several names, are housed in a
number of places, and employ faculty members with delightfully varied degrees.
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Some institutions have an entire department devoted to the discipline; others offer
only the basic course in technical or business writing. Like the sophists, we find
our work in many places; like the sophists, we find ourselves defending that very
condition.

The Province of Sophists

Though the sophists of the 5th century BCE were characterized as a group by their
contemporaries, they were not a self-organizing philosophical community. Rather,
they were an assortment of teachers who employed pedagogical methods, philo-
sophical perspectives, and sociopolitical goals that were often very similar (Jarratt,
1991, p. xx) in work that encompassed such diverse subjects as rhetorical style,
methods of argument, aesthetics, and politics. In Greek philosophy after the soph-
ists, the philosophical school with which one affiliated functioned as a locus—a
shared conceptual space, sphere of influence, or philosophical home to which one
belonged. Sophists themselves, however, resisted such locus-based classification,
partly because their subjects of study varied so widely and partly because their
methods appeared to be specious to some philosophers.

The sophists themselves resisted the reductive and unflattering categorizations
offered by their critics (Jarratt, 1991; Kennedy, 1999), which included Plato, Aris-
totle, Demosthenes, and even Isocrates (who is now often considered a sophist).
Many of the surviving works by the original sophists or their challengers include
some defense of the art and profession; among the most well known of these de-
fenses are Isocrates’s Against the Sophists and Antidosis, Alcidamas’s Concerning
Sophists, and even Gorgias’s speeches in Plato’s Gorgias. The responses in such
defenses suggest that outsiders’ criticism of the sophists was reductive: In light of
Gorgias’s influence, rhetoric appeared to be all about style (Kennedy, 1999, p. 36),
whereas in light of Isocrates’s influence, rhetoric was primarily political (Ken-
nedy, p. 43). Frequently, the criticisms launched by philosophers such as Plato re-
duced the sophists’ work to the study of practical matters rather than philosophy
(Kennedy, 1999, p. 39) or to hopeless relativism, as in Plato’s Theaetetus. In an in-
tellectual climate dominated by philosophical schools in search of Truth, the soph-
ists’ willingness to make the weaker case appear the stronger, even as an educa-
tional exercise, made them difficult to categorize. What the Athenian philosophers
viewed as a frustrating relativism was actually a “focus on action in pragmatism”
(Jarratt, p. 94) derived from the sophists’ “experiences of widely varying cultures
with different notions of ‘truth’” (Jarratt, p. 46) within a universe whose nature
was continual change.

The ancients’ reductive criticism of the sophists as relativistic reflected an ap-
parent misunderstanding and mistrust of the sophists’ motives. The original soph-
ists, as well as the rhetors of the second sophistic, gained influence at “times of
change and conflict” (Kennedy, 1999, p. 30), and critics were divided over where
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the sophists’ loyalties lay. Some displayed marked conservatism (Kennedy, 1999,
p. 38, 48), while others challenged the status quo (Jarratt, 1991, p. xx) and made
revolutionary claims (Kennedy, 1999, p. 33, 37). Compounding the problem,
teachers like Isocrates (Against the Sophists and Antidosis) and Alcidamus (Con-
cerning Sophists) reframed and redefined the term “sophist” to differentiate them-
selves from “bad” sophists and from others whose subjects of study differed from
their own. For instance, in Antidosis, Isocrates challenged his accuser’s charge that
rhetoric was a sham and that the power that an individual acquires from the study
of rhetoric was corrupting by differentiating between the charlatans and the real
teachers who met a pressing social need.

In a similar way, technical and professional communicators challenge the
charge that our field is one without native content, conjured up by those who can
create a justification of their research from thin air. Such a charge relies on what is
described above as a “locus-based” understanding of the profession and the disci-
pline. Professions are composed of a group of people who are distributed geo-
graphically but connected by their relationship to one another. The collective iden-
tity associated with a professional group, particularly an academic group, is
constructed through discourse and is often linked to a specific conceptual space
(Halbwachs, 1980) that anchors the imagined community (Shotter, 1986). On this
metaphorical place, or locus, the group can develop, interpret, and symbolize its
cultural values and community relationships. Academics create a locus for their re-
spective disciplines through a body of research in disciplinary publications,
through conferences that function as reunions and community-building events,
and even through departmental affiliation. Consciously or not, academics rein-
force the identity of the particular group to which they belong through classifica-
tion based on the locus with which they affiliate. As a result, new scholars quickly
learn the importance of attending certain conferences and of publishing in certain
journals as a way of binding themselves to the locus to which their discipline is an-
chored. I refer to this locus as an “academic home,” a term that “connotes an emo-
tional place—somewhere you truly belong” (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999, p. 124).

As technical and professional communication is a relatively young interdisci-
plinary field, though, its collective identity is dispersed both geographically and
conceptually. We publish in all sorts of journals (including our own) and attend all
sorts of conferences (including our own), and we work in all sorts of departments.
Because our members do not truly belong in one field or group and our collective
identity is not bound to one particular locus, we are academically homeless. We
are a third culture discipline, a concept adapted from Pollock and Van Reken’s
(1999) definition of “third culture kids.” Technical and professional communica-
tion academics often spend much of their careers working outside the discipline of
their graduate studies. Like the third culture kid, scholars of technical and profes-
sional communication base our work on relationships with people and ideas in re-
lated disciplines, assimilating and synthesizing those ideas but “not having full
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ownership” in many of them (Pollock & Van Reken, p. 19). The disciplinary affili-
ation that forms our sense of belonging lies in our collective experience of being
outsiders as well as in our growing body of interdisciplinary scholarship.

People become attached to loci, even metaphorical ones, because loci provide a
sense of permanence, allowing us to ground our collective identity in something
stable. So to many, the word “homeless” bears connotations too negative to over-
come, conjuring images of a family living in a car or a shelter, of people victimized
by the current housing crisis, of the working poor, of adults scarred by mental ill-
ness or drug use. Even when used as a metaphor, the term “homelessness” makes
people uncomfortable, as does the idea of metaphorical homelessness within the
academic community. The many articles and book chapters written about techni-
cal and professional communication positioning, including those in this issue, sug-
gest that even this sort of third culture academic homelessness is troubling to many
in our field. True, it leads to significant administrative challenges. But such emo-
tional reactions to the word and to its connotations of homelessness in U.S. society
obscure the insights that the metaphorical use of the term can offer to our field.

We are homeless, not in the sense of itinerant or unsheltered—clearly, our dis-
cipline is neither—but in the sense that there is no one place we as a discipline can
call home. Just as the sophists’ multicultural origins and diverse interests allowed
them to develop a new way of thinking and teaching and a new profession that sat-
isfied a societal need, our third culture discipline draws on all its available tools to
meet needs in our society. Like the sophists, the community of technical and pro-
fessional communication scholars is defined by our “shared goals, techniques, and
outlooks” (Jarratt, 1991, p. xx). We share the sophistic values of education, sensi-
tivity to culture and audience, belief in the power of communication, and strategic
thinking and communicating. If we ground ourselves in this intellectual tradition
rather than a physical or administrative position in academe, we can reinterpret the
metaphor of homelessness and realize this opportunity for self-determination.

The Exigence and Its Warrants

The assumption that academic homelessness indicates disciplinary weakness and
lack of institutional value is based on a logically valid claim supported by attrac-
tive but unsound warrants. That claim is the exigence to which so much of our
scholarship responds: If technical and professional communication is not its own
administrative entity, it must not be a unique and important discipline. The first
warrant is the assumption that a discipline that is unique and important should have
its own place in the institutional hierarchy—the institutional equivalent of an eth-
nic homeland or a Virginia Woolf–style room of one’s own—with a status equal to
others of similar uniqueness and importance. The second warrant builds on the
first, maintaining that if a discipline is unique and important, its members are best
suited to its day-to-day administration and thus should be in charge of decisions re-
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lated to hiring, funding, committee assignments, tenure and promotion, and curric-
ulum. These warrants become criteria by which a discipline’s institutional value is
judged. If the discipline does not have its own place in the hierarchy or if it is man-
aged by anyone but its own members, the logical conclusion is that the discipline is
neither unique nor important.

Although these warrants are appealing, technical and professional communica-
tion has legitimate reasons why it might not be an independent administrative divi-
sion of a university: The institution’s mission and vision may not favor “instru-
mentally effective career preparation” (Moskovitz & Kellogg, 2005, p. 319); the
institution may be too small to support more than one or two faculty members in
technical or professional communication (Latterell, 2003), or the administration of
the program might require coordination between departments; financial burdens
may require departments to be consolidated; or institutions facing accreditation is-
sues may be administered by another agent. The claim is logically valid and the
warrants appear to make sense, but because the warrants do not account for legiti-
mate reasons to the contrary, they create the “imperfection marked by urgency”
(Bitzer, 1968, p. 6) that must be addressed and healed through our discourse. When
we grapple with this question of positioning, we must understand that we are really
arguing against our own haunting suspicions that homelessness is, indeed, a prob-
lem. To better understand this exigence of homelessness, we must explore the
neighborhood and the role of specialization in its development.

SPECIALIZATION AND THE ACADEMIC
NEIGHBORHOOD

Central to the academy’s current form is the concept of specialization or the divi-
sion of knowledge into increasingly precise fields (Crawshay-Williams, 1957;
Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969). As the market for knowledge, especially
scientific and technical knowledge, expands, researchers carve niches of market-
ability for their skills, narrowing their focus to increase their depth of understand-
ing (National Academy Press & National Research Council, 1999, pp. 147-148).
The result is intense specialization, which allows individual researchers to become
experts within their own discourse communities. Labor economists see this spe-
cialization as a positive thing, for division of labor promotes collaboration and
synergy among individuals with distributed expertise (National Academy Press &
National Research Council).

But specialization has its drawbacks. Most significantly, even as collaboration
between discourse communities becomes more necessary, it becomes more diffi-
cult. When fields of study become “separated from one another and from the wider
culture,” Russell (2002) explained, and rhetoric becomes “bound up with the gen-
res (and activities) of a specific community’s discourse” (p. 12), members of that
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community cease to realize how their focus distances them from scholars in other
fields. Lack of interest in each other’s fields of study; lack of context in each
other’s theories, methods, and vocabularies; and lack of exposure to each other’s
work hinder effective communication. As these discourse communities grow more
unique, they gradually forget to reinforce their importance to those outside the
community (Russell, p. 12).

Because of specialization, the academic neighborhood is populated by neigh-
bors who occupy established domains; who largely keep to themselves; and who,
even when related, often have a difficult time understanding each other (Mailloux,
2006, p. 32; Russell, 2002, pp. 22–23). This very specialization of disciplin-
ary knowledge that shaped the neighborhood also created our field (Kynell &
Tebeaux, 2009). Our neighbors need intermediaries to demonstrate their unique-
ness and importance to each other: They need translators (Mailloux, p. 133;
Spinuzzi, 2005); facilitators, mediators, and negotiators (Hart & Conklin, 2006,
pp. 412–413); moderators (Lefevre, 1987, p. 75); and even ambassadors (Conklin,
2007, p. 227; Mailloux). All these terms are used to describe technical and profes-
sional communicators. The metaphor of translator or interpreter is apt because in
industry we mediate cultures, power relationships, and disciplines; homelessness
allows us to do the same within academe.

Specialization in the neighborhood creates great opportunity for our discipline,
but it also consigns us to the lonely role of “valued stranger” so frequently occu-
pied by translators and interpreters (Bos & Soeters, 2006, p. 261). Though re-
spected and valued for their language skills and cultural expertise, “interpreters
[are] also strangers” in the eyes of those for whom they act as “cultural, diplo-
matic[,] and political mediators” (Bos & Soeters, pp. 266–267). They are not fully
part of the discourse communities with which they work, but they know enough to
endanger the group’s boundaries. Technical and professional communicators in
industry as well as in academe still fight the Platonic mistrust of information dis-
seminated by sophists without field-specific expertise. Even our clients—people
who pay professionals for documentation, research, design, and other services—
do not always fully appreciate our expertise. Furthermore, the discourse commu-
nity may question translators’ motives. Like the ancient sophists, we are “largely
foreigners” (Kennedy, 1994, p. 17) in other disciplines, and though we remain
only “somewhat visible institutionally,” we are politically savvy in the pathways
we create between the homes in the neighborhood, and we can position ourselves
in ways that enhance our “political cachet” (Brady, Johnson, & Wallace, 2006, p.
323). These conditions can create mistrust.

By understanding the neighborhood, we can learn a great deal about why our
field’s academic homelessness is troubling to many researchers. Even when ar-
bitrary, the lines along which knowledge is specialized create distinctions
(Crawshay-Williams, 1957; Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969) that lend a sense
of uniqueness to those within them. Our homelessness is unsettling because few
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grand distinctions exist between our discipline and others—few characteristics de-
fine us as unique or fundamentally different from our neighbors. We are adept at
defending our importance to our neighbors, but in trying to establish our unique-
ness, we begin to look wistfully through the windows of the other homes in the
neighborhood. What we do not often reflect upon, though, are the implications of
the academic home and the practical benefits of homelessness. The next section
defines a prevalent concept of an academic home and examines the weaknesses of
that definition. The subsequent section then offers a better way of understanding
academic homelessness and its benefits for our field.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE ACADEMIC HOME

An academic home, as defined above, suggests a relatively uncomplicated fit into
the structure of the contemporary academic neighborhood. Mailloux (2006) de-
fined academic disciplines as “hierarchically organized, institutionally supported,
self-perpetuating networks of practices for knowledge production and trans-
mission” (p. 5). To be hierarchically organized, a discipline follows levels of insti-
tutional control, beginning with the scholar-teacher and progressing through
program, department, and college or school. The classification system that an in-
stitution uses determines not only the level of institutional support available to in-
dividual disciplines—office and classroom space, funding, research facilities, li-
braries—but also validates the discipline, because an authority recognizes its value
as a contributor of unique and important content to the institution. Thus, institu-
tional support can make an enormous difference in a discipline’s status within the
neighborhood.

But the discipline of technical and professional communication does not easily
conform to customary academic hierarchies, largely because of its interdiscip-
linarity. It is considered too professional for liberal arts (Kynell & Tebeaux, 2009;
Spigelman & Grobman, 2006) but not technical enough for technical fields
(Mogull, 2008, p. 368). We use research methods that may seem incompatible
with each other, and we study topics that other disciplines might never consider.
Yet, according to the criteria offered by Mailloux (2006), our field is a discipline
because it is “fundamentally, the transformation of practical wisdom into accred-
ited techniques, of phronesis into techne” (p. 5). To be accredited in this sense, the
research done within a specific discourse community must follow, acknowledge,
or challenge its body of knowledge, reasoning patterns, methodologies, language,
philosophies, and history. Interdisciplinary research straddles multiple bodies of
knowledge, in the process circumventing conventional reasoning, employing or
constructing unfamiliar methodologies, or taking another philosophical path en-
tirely. It is liminal research that either must become accredited in the discourse
community—sometimes through a lengthy, confusing paradigm shift (Kuhn,
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1962)—or must be dismissed. Whereas an established field may do interdisciplin-
ary research in the sense of “domestic and foreign relations” (Mailloux, p. 5)
with other disciplines of roughly equal status and prestige, an “interdiscipline”
(Mailloux, p. 137) like ours must accredit itself in each discourse community from
which it draws its techne, especially when those techne seem incompatible. Be-
cause technical and professional communication is an interdisciplinary discipline,
there is no clear place in which to put it, which keeps us from being recognized
within academe as a discourse community with our own “linguistic conventions
and traditions of inquiry” (Russell, 2002, p. 22).

In addition to a place within academic hierarchies, the academic home as de-
fined above implies that a discipline is a repository of techne or field-specific
knowledge, methodology, theory, philosophy, discourse practice, and convention.
A greater part of the techne is unique to the discipline (here termed the core). For
example, the techne of geology is the manner in which the physical fact of an
earthquake, the formation of granite, or the behavior of reservoirs is abstracted into
data that can be understood. Core content may not be original or native to the disci-
pline, but it is developed there and matures there to the point of uniquely identify-
ing that discipline. A smaller part of the discipline’s knowledge depository is inter-
disciplinary, employing the research of other fields, applying its core information
to other fields, and seeking to expand the discipline’s sphere of influence. This part
of the depository allows the discipline to grow and to specialize, and it demon-
strates the significance of its knowledge beyond the discipline itself, thus showing
others that the discipline is important.

If a home suggests a repository for a discipline’s techne, it also suggests a rela-
tively static, inward-focused, and specialized approach to a field of inquiry. Such
an approach does allow researchers to deepen their understanding of the field,
which is undeniably useful and necessary. But there is abundant scholarship of this
kind in recognized, stable disciplines. What is needed instead are scholars who re-
connect all these pieces of knowledge in ways that can be used in other contexts.
Technical and professional communication takes a different approach to knowl-
edge. In our case, the greater part of our techne is interdisciplinary, whereas the
smaller part is core knowledge. Being homeless removes the walls of convention;
our uniqueness lies in how we integrate and synthesize knowledge, reordering it
and finding new relationships among ideas. The field of technical and professional
communication is not a repository of knowledge but rather a group of “boundary
spanners” (Hart & Conklin, 2006, p. 413) who find and create connections be-
tween pieces of knowledge that reside elsewhere. To do this work well, we must be
involved in all the fields from which we draw our techne. So, although the claim
that “an independent [technical and scientific communication] program is a posi-
tive development for any college or university” (Philbin & Hawthorne, 2007, p.
490) may be true for many programs, isolating ourselves into our own departmen-
tal home at all institutions would remove that involvement, and the damage it
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might cause would far outweigh the benefits of having a regular home in the aca-
demic neighborhood.

BENEFITS OF ACADEMIC HOMELESSNESS

The definitions of home and academic homelessness offered above describe an
implicit preference for having an academic home. A careful look, though, reveals
that technical and professional communication would be a much less successful
field of study and a much smaller industry if we maintained departmental status
throughout academe. Shifting how we view this type of home, and how we view
homelessness, empowers our research, teaching, and professional activities. My
position is not that institutions should never support an independent program or
department of technical and professional communication; rather, my position is
that academic homelessness across the discipline benefits both scholars and the
students who will one day go into industry.

Flexibility

Technical and professional communication suffers from neither an easy nor a good
fit into the structure of the contemporary university and academy, the first part of
the definition of the academic home. Instead, we fill intellectual holes and gaps
that others cannot (Porter & Sullivan, 2007, p. 16) because they do not have access
to the right tools, because the right tools are not widely accepted (Spinuzzi, 2005),
or because the linkages have not yet been made evident (Paul, Charney, & Kend-
all, 2001). Kynell and Tebeaux (2009) explained that “exploring relationships be-
tween technical communication and the discipline from which the theory or issue
is attached has become the definition of cutting edge research” within our field,
and such research enables further exploration into those ideas (pp. 138–139).

An easy, clear fit into academic structure would mean reaffirming the divisions
between existing discourse communities (Mailloux, 2006, p. 125), thereby imped-
ing interdisciplinary research (Russell, 2002, p. 23). Fortunately, we can position
ourselves well in multiple administrative divisions by offering valuable knowl-
edge products. Andrews (2003) argued that the collaboration of instructors from
technical communication and technical fields can improve the effectiveness of
participating faculty members (p. 448), especially when it allows us to physically
position technical and professional communication within other departments. This
physical proximity can lead to rapport with students, course development advice,
participation and influence in classes and departmental meetings, and even grants
(pp. 446, 450). In short, it reveals the importance of technical and professional
communication to people outside our discipline.
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A technical and professional communication program may be easier to manage
in one administrative division than another, and in such a case, academic home-
lessness gives us some flexibility. Once a program grows to a critical mass, the ad-
ministrative structure of a department can foster a broad and deep curriculum and
can create degree programs for majors—both good things in themselves. How-
ever, the structure (Latterell, 2003) or philosophy (Moskovitz & Kellogg, 2005,
p. 319) of any particular institution may prevent that critical mass from forming.
This is not a crisis; students who know early in their studies that they want to major
in technical and professional communication will likely choose an institution that
has a formal program or department, as will students who wish to pursue a gradu-
ate degree in the discipline. But a great many technical communicators come into
the field from other disciplines (Locker, 1995, p. 95), and even more students from
other disciplines are encouraged or required to have basic exposure to our field
through a basic technical writing course. Not all institutions need a major, degree,
or graduate program to have a successful, influential, and important technical and
professional communication presence on campus.

Some benefits of academic homelessness are felt in industry, where technical
and professional communicators are known for their flexibility—the ability to
competently execute their job responsibilities in various subject matter domains
(O’Sullivan, 2008, p. 18). This “ability to bring a diverse skill set to the aid of nu-
merous organizational endeavors” (Hart & Conklin, 2006, p. 412) gives us the
ethos to be strategic communicators, negotiators, or translators within an organiza-
tion. Technical communication is a business function that adds value to an organi-
zation not only through our communication skills but also through the relation-
ships and processes we manage and in which we participate (Hart & Conklin, p.
412). In industry, as in the academy, technical and professional communicators
must be comfortable collaborating in cross-functional, or interdisciplinary, teams;
the more specialized the content with which we work, the more likely that we must
manage and coordinate work to give all participants “a stake in the outcome” of
technical communication (Lefevre, 1987, pp.70, 75). Moreover, because technical
communication is “a crucial component of the products and services with which [it
is] associated” (Dicks, 2003, p. 16), effective organizations position our profes-
sionals close to the technical content—near the subject matter experts, developers,
and management responsible for the product or service in question.

The logic that undergirds this positioning in industry can be extended to the
academy. Depending on the structure of a particular institution, it makes sense that
a technical and professional communication program be situated close to its stu-
dents. If most students are majors in a particular department, it might be worth po-
sitioning a program or even a lone faculty position there; on the other hand, if the
program’s students are distributed throughout the university, an independent de-
partment might be best. Our entire discipline benefits from our presence in many
parts of the neighborhood.
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Marketability

In addition to flexibility, homelessness makes the technical and professional com-
munication discipline highly marketable, especially in institutions with a flat hier-
archy, small faculty, unusual administrative organization, or other challenges. Be-
cause we serve as interpreters and because our knowledge products are valuable,
the technical and professional communication discipline can bring significant re-
sources into a department, which gives us tremendous marketability. If the basic
course is large, it can generate income for a department while giving us exposure
to students and faculty members in many fields. And, with our skills and connec-
tions, our “interdiscipline” can create opportunities for interdisciplinary grants and
sponsored research projects in a variety of administrative divisions (Brady, John-
son, & Wallace, 2006, p. 323). Our homelessness does not break down the divi-
sions between discourse communities in the academic neighborhood; instead, it
provides those discourse communities with a way to communicate their unique-
ness and importance to others.

Our unconventional discipline can offer students a body of knowledge grounded
in both academic research and practical experience. As noted earlier, many technical
and professional communication faculty members work as consultants in industry,
and many practitioners in industry serve as adjunct faculty members at their local
colleges or universities. Students, then, can benefit from the employment of profes-
sionals with both industry and academic experience, while institutions have profes-
sional resources that allow them to add to our discipline’s course offerings when ten-
ure lines are not available. Our students can also benefit when faculty members
from other disciplines teach for us or coteach with us (Andrews, 2003), even if do-
ing so requires us to relinquish an uncomfortable level of control over our place in
the institutional hierarchy. Moreover, close professional and social contact with
our peers in other disciplines (Lefevre, 1987) enhances not only our scholarly in-
vention but also our professional development and pedagogical approaches.

Given the interdisciplinary nature of our field, a curriculum with a small,
well-designed core and extensive exposure to coursework in other disciplines may
actually make us more marketable. Lanier (2009) pointed out that potential em-
ployers want our students to be knowledgeable about technical communication
and familiar with the technologies we use (p. 51), but they also want “candidates
who understand their subject matter, who have experience in it, and who have writ-
ten about it” (p. 60). Mogull (2008) explained that a background in science and sci-
entific discourse, not just technical writing skill, was very important to the par-
ticipants in his study (p. 368), suggesting that our curricula should include
coursework in other fields, as well as in ours. Even the definition of technical com-
municator that the Society for Technical Communication has proposed to the U.S.
Department of Labor maintains that “technical expertise” (Martin & O’Sullivan,
2008, p. 8) is an integral part of the technical communicator’s work, which sug-
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gests that technical content should be part of technical communication training.
Andrews argued that “beyond introductory levels, writing needs to be taught
where it is used” (Andrews, 2003, p. 446); if so, distributing our courses through-
out an institution is important. Moreover, Russell (2002) argued, “to teach students
the discourse of a professional elite is often a crucial part of initiating them into the
profession; to exclude them from such discourse is to make that initiation more dif-
ficult, if not impossible” (pp. 26–27). As educators, we should help our students
become familiar with some technical content and with the conventions of other
disciplines in which they may someday work.

Proximity and Invention

The academic homelessness of technical and professional communication, then, is
far from being a weakness. In fact, we can claim that homelessness is one of our
field’s greatest strengths because it permits us to work closely with the people who
create and manage the information in their own fields. Social constructionist
scholars, notably Lefevre (1987), have for many years demonstrated that invention
is enhanced by physical proximity to other people. Lefevre argued, “Two or more
people, working in concert, located in the same time and place, may influence each
other, increasing the chances that innovation will occur” (p. 74). Because of spe-
cialization, some research in technical and professional communication requires
access to specific technical information that is not available in our own publica-
tions; in such cases, an “individual who wishes to invent along certain lines must
then go where there is equipment and a team” (p. 72) to support that invention as
well as a “past tradition and a continuing community” within that specific field of
study (p. 76). What both academics and professionals need, Lefevre explained, is
not only knowledge of but contact with the actual audience of their work and “oth-
ers with whom they can debate ideas and evolve common standards” for thinking,
reasoning, and writing (p. 76). Andrew’s (2003) experience confirmed this idea;
having an office within the engineering department enabled her to influence and be
influenced by more students and scholars in engineering than would ever have
been possible in an office within the walls of a technical and professional commu-
nication department. To be most effective and influential in our professional goals
of mediating and creating understanding, at least some technical communicators
must have a presence among our colleagues in other fields. Sophists, both ancient
and contemporary, wander through boundaries, a wandering that enables us to do
our work.

CONCLUSIONS

In 1709, Giambattista Vico, professor of rhetoric at the University of Naples, chal-
lenged the specialization of disciplines, contending that in the universities of his
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day, “[a]rts and sciences, all of which in the past were embraced by philosophy and
animated by it with a unitary spirit, are, in our day, unnaturally separated and dis-
jointed” (Vico, 1990, p. 76). The specialization of knowledge has not slowed in the
centuries since Vico; if anything, the fissures have grown more profound and more
subtle. But these divisions are not, as Vico argued, an unmitigated negative, for
they have enabled scholars to study important topics in great depth. The challenge
is communicating the knowledge that scholars have gained in a way that resonates
with others outside the narrow discourse community that produced it. Technical
and professional communication mitigates this division. We adopt Jarrett’s (1991)
approach to understanding the ancient sophists; our place in this academic neigh-
borhood is “neither the mastery of a limited body of texts nor the impossible task
of knowing everything and ordering it, but rather an agility in moving between dis-
ciplines” and looking critically at them “for the purpose of illuminating meaning-
ful connections, disjunctions, overlaps, or exclusions” (pp. 14–15). If we are to
perform these activities well, we must pursue not just contact but firsthand interac-
tion with the people who develop specialized knowledge in the disciplines. This
means that as an academic discipline, we must remain homeless.

The 5th-century sophists knew that their thinking and teaching had a direct ef-
fect on the professional lives of their students (Jarratt, 1991, p. 82); likewise, our
scholarly inquiry and teaching have a direct effect on the professional lives of our
students. Both are profoundly improved by the discipline’s homelessness. Our
field occupies many different places in many institutions, and that is a good thing.
We do need to consider how the location of our programs within the academic
neighborhood affects what and how we study, but we need to do so understanding
that this is a position of strength, not weakness.

At their best, the sophists were teachers who understood that communication is
the art of reconciling knowledge among groups of people who understand the
world in many different ways. Our place in the academy is, paradoxically, the
province of the sophists—a third culture discipline at home among the disciplines
of scholarly inquiry.
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