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1V. Defining Competence from an Inter-Disciplinary Perspective?*
0. Preamble

To explore this topic let me introduce you to a small number of disciplinarians who, in the form of a dialogue, will together be asked to survey some of the possible contours of this topic. When questioned, each in their own way, will explicate what makes their discipline distinctive, as having value, and in what manner it might insightfully and productively contribute to a ‘secular’ or ‘non-disciplinary sense of world’. A sense of world where disciplinary competence
 is to be discerned, seen and lived within the openness of ‘the overall life-world’. The semblance of a ‘world’ where and when, provisionally and collectively, it is re(-)considered from the perspective of its ‘apparent integrity as existentially revealed through economic forms of non-closure..?’ (0)
1. A Dialogue on Disciplinary Competence

CP.
Let me introduce myself as a critical philosopher (CP). Now, I would like you to meet some friends of mine all working in various disciplines. Let me first introduce an interfaith theologian (IT), then, a theoretical physicist (TP), a business executive (BE) and, last, but not least, a very dear friend of mine who, as a hard-working shoe-shiner (SS), best exemplifies the nature of a discipline through the more obvious and overt integrity of their profession. As you are aware, I asked you to gather today to discuss the nature of disciplines, how we might go about measuring things like disciplinary competence, the value of what we do, work satisfaction, and those sorts of related issues. (1)
IT.
Thank you for your welcome and this wonderful afternoon tea you have provided for us. Indeed, the coffee smells most enticing. I have been called before to ‘witness’ the thoughts and aspirations of others but never in such fine circumstances. I am quite looking forwards to this dialogue we are about to enter into. (2)
TP.
As a theoretical physicist I am interested in the relations to be envisaged between fields and forces, and so on, and it’s a pleasant change to deal with real people rather than maths and graphs, along with endless computer printouts, hours of typing... (3)

BE.
As a business executive, I do see a certain commonality between the activities engaged in by a wide variety of companies in these worlds of commerce and finance, but, am wondering if this similarity of identity can be extended across the entire field of all disciplines? Just how do you think we might be able to explore this proposition? (4)
CP.
This is where my good friend the shoe-shiner has so kindly come along to tell us about the parameters of their profession. My friend very early on inherited this profession from their father who died just as they were about to leave school. Having worked over fifty years, my friend tells me that they are about to retire very soon and is looking forward to a more relaxed and civilized lifestyle in the Blue Mountains. (5)
SS. 
Yes, that is true, but, I am going to miss my many faithful clients, especially the ones who have enjoyed chatting with me over the years. I have met some very interesting and fine people; like the doctor who was perceptive enough to recognize that I had a sore back at the time and who gave me a written referral the next day to see a specialist without cost. Then there is a very honest stock broker who had some valuable inside information they said they could not use themselves and had given me certain lucrative tips from time to time. Indeed, from snippets of office grumbles and gossip also learnt which businesses were doing well and were probably good companies to also invest in. But, let me outline what my job as a shoe-shiner entails. For me the world is divided into those that have shoes that cannot be shone and those that can be shone, and, more importantly for me, of which I get to shine. When a client presents themselves, I first look at their shoes. If it is wet weather or if I see their shoes are dirty, I use a wet rag to clean them. Then I apply polish, work it in all over the shoe and then polish with another brush and give them a final touch-up with a fresh rag. Then, I repeat the same on the other shoe. A musical friend of mine told me about how Johann Sebastian Bach would sometimes give a piece of music a second or third coda and that this device added to the pleasure by extending that piece of music a little beyond its first semblance of an ending. I like to do the same, and when I give those shoes a final inspection, I like to find some small feature that I may have overlooked and which gives the appearance that I care about my work. Of course, I have already finished doing a good job and my customers recognize that this is my signature, my way of bring our ‘encounter’ to a close. I joke that I like to put a smile on the face of my customers and that this then gets other people to smile as well, and so on. (6)
IT.
Goodness, this has given me wonderful material for a couple of sermons at the very least. I like the idea of polishing the soul, so to speak, a strange pun if I may say. It would be great if all our vocations were to put a smile on the faces of our clients, our congregations, dare I say it, as our ‘customers’ whose many small contributions do pay our wages. (7)
TP. 
All too often I am working alone in my office or dwarfed by the size of our experimental facilities. Everyone seems too busy there to smile. But, then, that is not always the case. We occasionally make the odd breakthrough and then everyone is happily ‘beaming’ for a few days afterwards. (8)
BE.
I like the idea that our disciplines, our professions all see the world differently. I guess my theological friend here sees their vision of the overall world as both a secular world and the world of the Divine… hence their investment, investing in defining that sense of the Divine? Of course, I don’t want to be seen as seeking only a profit, but, just what value does this semblance of difference, this disciplinary differential possess, if at all? (9)
SS.
Yes, as a shoe-shiner we do get paid but we are also offering something more intangible, some form of value that only to some extent gets translated into money. As I said, I like to put a smile on the face of my customers, but I am not charging them for that smile nor would they expect to pay for that chance to smile. I dare say every profession has some reason to get people to smile, but, they would all do it in their own different ways of going about such things? (10)

BE.
I know the staff are ever grumbling about me and that I grumble at times about them, but, the company I work for is doing very well, people like our work, our products. And every one of us is smiling all the way to the bank. But, you are right, the value of our work, surely, cannot be translated purely in pecuniary terms. There are some lawyers and doctors who do some of their work for free, gratis; indeed, there are many of us who put in long hours without extra remuneration. So, let me ask, what is this non-pecuniary form of value? (11)
CP.
I guess we can call it ‘disciplinary value’, the value our clients and ourselves feel we are imparting through the workings of our professions. We could argue that everything we do has value, that this value motivates us. On the other hand, that form of motivation that is non-pecuniary, in its intentions, may well match this sense of disciplinary value. In my philosophical research into the nature of the disciplinary economy I have referred this sense of value, or what I call ‘valuational formation’, to the co-associated ‘meta-disciplinary differential’ or ‘meta-difference’ being the value to be entertained in the existence of that disciplinary difference. This sense of valuational formation, for me, also involves personal and communal forms of and shifts in identification along with how this discipline and society functions, how it is affected by disciplinary forms of interventions and the like. The theologian might propose a sense of the Divine but the value to be had through entertaining such an idea is its ‘meta-difference’, its ‘meta-differential’, say, everything from the imputed value of invoking prayer to finding a spiritual sense of place in this world, and every theological twist and turn in between. Of course, not everyone would accept the reality of this imputed theological difference, this distance between the sacred and secular but if they do then the next problem is how to overcome such a problematic divide? (12)
BE.
I dare say this is very interesting to think about but I am sure all ‘profit’ or ‘profits’ to be found must circulate in this world at large. If everyone were to bank some of their money, and such monies were merely left in a bank the economy would very quickly grind to halt. Surely, this value, to be somewhat crass, has to be cashed out in the world? Be circulated, have currency, do forms of work on its own accord? If nobody valued the conventional use gold bars could be put to, no one would go to such lengths to mine that rare metal. (13)
CP.
Well put. Disciplines must also interface with their vision of a ‘secular’ world and ‘share’ that value therein. We all live in the world… and disciplines must return there too, indeed, perform work there. (14)
SS. 
Exactly, if I were to just to sit on my stand each and every day without customers, I would no longer have any work to do. I would no longer be even a ‘shiner of shoes’, except for the polishing of my own shoes, ‘the best advertisement I have’, I keep saying to myself. Thankfully, even during this Covid crisis, I have found customers. Thought at one stage, though, it was almost time to retire. But my regulars who saw me once a week have kept returning and things are very much back to normal. Once again, even have some competition and am looking forward to handing my business over to this much younger person. Got them to do my shoes the other day and saw they were good at it. Even gave them a tip… and a few tricks of the trade. (15)
TP.
It would be nice to put a smile on people’s faces everyday… but in my profession whatever comes out of our type of work is years away. Most of the time we seem to be barking up the wrong tree… or moving at the pace of a snail… still, it often gives me great pleasure. I take my work to bed with me, metaphorically, and then wake in the morning with a new way of seeing things. Yesterday morning, I walked into the shower with a new, one-word concept of my lips and by the time I left, a minute or two later, I had whole paper to write up there and then. I could work for a week and have nothing to show for my efforts, but, walk into a shower or have a late-night bath… I might suddenly realize I have a whole week’s work of typing to oversee in preparation for the next conference. How on earth do you measure your idea of competence under those circumstances? I get paid, I don’t see any immediate profit, I don’t put a smile on too many faces… except occasionally on mine. (16)
SS. 
My guess is that every profession has its own logic, its own sense of rhythm or timing. If I were to polish those shoes too quickly or two slowly, I would quickly lose my regular customers. (17)
BE.
You make a good point there. As efficient as I try to be in getting new products from development to market, I never seem to be able to bring forward such projects any faster. I just have to accept these things very much have a life of their own. Much better to oversee a range of new products, but, even there, limits soon impose themselves if we get to be too ambitious. (18)
TP.
It seems that we are all, in our own way, intervening in the coursing of this world. Almost as if we are conducting experiments. Try this and see what happens. Try that and see what happens there. Surely, the value of our work lies in the value of these interventions? Maybe competence is a comparative measure of how successful our intentions turn out. Of course, measurement in theoretical physics has its limitations. If I perfectly knew where something is, in position, then I would not know when it was there at that position. Like most things, we have to learn to compromise. (19)
IT.
In my profession, as a theologian, I accept that there is what I call a ‘continual vortex of deferral’ but, at the same time, it is not something I perceive to be a vicious circle. My congregation might think I am continually preoccupied with ‘thoughts about the Divine’. Far from it! I am forever answering telephones; dealing with financial matters with insufficient funds; reading a daily flood of emails, typing up correspondence; visiting sick people; ensuring hungry people are fed, have food to take home with them, and so on.  Now, just as no one can put God under a microscope, at the same time, we cannot put the entire world under any microscope either. It is as if I have to keep moving to see what is there to be seen standing still, and, stop in order to see what is moving. I have to confess I spend more time having cups of tea with people and consoling them or trying to inspire them than thinking about the Divine, yet, for me, this is where I sometimes feel I find the Divine, or, maybe only the shadow of the Divine… maybe only the shadow of a shadow… and it become a worry when paradoxes appear to make more sense than the awful, sheer, banal ordinariness of the secular world when we are culturally forced to take it merely at face value? (20)
TP.
As a philosopher how would you envisage this interdisciplinary concept of competence when every discipline is different and each seems to operate with a diverse life of their own; as they operate with their own rules, schedules, intentions, rituals, what they might count for success, being successful? (21)
CP.
I guess every discipline may be different, but, still, our intentions are not discharged at random but operate with certain longer-term expectations, certain more immediate anticipations, perhaps counting some past occurrences as having been successfully arrived at through imputations judged as valid. Intuitively, I feel that certain measures of success are found in forms of intentional resolution are expressed with a distinctive sense of integrity, satisfaction, harmony, induce within us an impression of contentment, and so on. Even a thirst to want to keep going on… Without doubt, we can also find more peripheral indicators like smiles on people faces, being paid, making a profit, a feeling a positive sense of self-worth, and so on. That, in essence such evaluation and subsequent valuation is a comparative affair, but, still one that seems to proffer an intensity realized through such processes of resolution and ongoing harmonization that can almost be quantified. But, I am exploring these ideas with you to see what light might be cast on such a venture. At the end of the day, can competence actually be measured? (22)
BE.
Ha ha! Tell that to those economists obsessed with indicators of quality, so-called quality assurance, best practice benchmarks, or some other more fashionable method for quantifying value. (23)
IT.
My bet is that our shoe-shining friend beats all of us in this game of measuring competence. You can see when the shoes are properly shone, your customers smile, perhaps give you a tip, and return a few days later. With quality indicators like that it would almost be a pointless exercise trying to measure them. What purpose is there to be found in measuring exactly the same information all the time? When success is obvious? (24)
BE.
We have some economists actually admitting that they argue that price paid in the market is the only indicator of value you need to have to hand in order to assess true value, no more and no less than what people are prepared to pay for that product or service or information or whatever is being sold. They even go on to say that all transactions are win-win, otherwise people would not have entered into those specific arrangements. Tell that to a starving person desperate to find a job in order to feed their family. We all think competence can be measured, but, is there a solution to this puzzle – just how is such a value to be measured, if at all? (25)
CP.
All too often a formal measure of quality, competence, and so on… is just a failure waiting to be better acknowledged. Too many people have too much of a stake in this type of self-serving industry to admit such a failure. On the other hand, in comparative and intuitive terms we can do this type of calculation or assessment and, in doing so, give a relative sense of value to such an intangible property. The apparent objectivity of such an assessment, if seeming self-evident, can also be arrived at through forms of impartial consensus. Retrospectively, we might try to formally pin down such an assessment, but why bother when our intuitions appear to get there first without too much calculation. So, we say to ourselves or the person concerned, “yes, your work is competent”, or, “no, your work is not as competent as it should be. It would seem that you need to do x better and not so much do y, z is being performed well, and so on, and so forth. Let us help you in this process.” Of course, being critical of the work of another person can be a very difficult thing for both parties. But, then, handled professionally, and with full care and concern for each other, it could become an enjoyable thing for both parties as they mutually seek to assist each other in the tasks set for them either individually and/or collectively. There are also a number of other strategies that could be followed as well. We could see what works and attempt to try to improve upon that process by emphasizing effectiveness, efficiency, efficaciousness, and the like. Or, setting up those pre-conditions that in their own way oversee a path to success. In this regard, overseeing an existentially oriented workplace has everything to recommend itself. Or, put another way, maintaining a balance between disciplinary differences, meta-differences and non-differences is one route to take. However, more importantly, the quality of our relationships, and interrelationships, is the most important thing here and anything that promotes this overlooked aspect of the ‘disciplinary workplace’ would be moving in the right direction. (26)

BE.
I suspect ‘demonstrated competence’ in a discipline is a direct reflection of the quality of those relationships, and their ensuing fruitfulness. All this use of indicators of performance, benchmarks, and their ilk just means people in those institutions really have things back to front. They would be better off improving that nexus between people, overseeing processes of resolution that truly let people get on with their work. From experience, I am sure, the most productive work is done by a few key individuals who should be supported by the rest, rather, than being targeted by the relatively non-productive interfering in how they go about those tasks with what I call endless ‘meta-work’ ever measuring their so-called performance when in truth, our endlessly filling our such forms, compulsory e-courses, and the like has literally stopped them from doing what they were meant to be doing. Indeed, what was supposed to have been measured. When you think about such sophisticated, fashionable nonsense  - it’s all just so very bizarre! C’est bizzare. (27)
CP.
Yes, we should concentrate an emphasis upon ‘enacting’ rather than ‘measuring’. In this regard, what is needed is a better martialing of resources; a clear, communal defining of all relevant objectives; and, then overseeing their expedition by all harmonic means relevant to the specificity of that situation in question. But, in such e/valuation a precision of quantification should not be required for its own sake, instead, a certain comparative measure should be intuitively arrived at and relatively confirmed if the necessary degree of consensus is also to be found through impartial forms of informed reflection. Framed like this, I am sure everything else would find itself also being looked after by itself if due care and concern were to be more followed. As professionals we should treat ourselves and others as if we were ‘professionals’, in a professional manner, and, therein and thereafter, be allowed to responsibly respond in the course of our disciplinary work. In all of this, a determination of disciplinary competence should be defined by the nature of that discipline itself. As disciplinarians, I feel we have already reached this form of consensus. Competence, indeed, can be measured but should be done in a manner that is in keeping with the nature of that discipline. Of course, indirect measures might also be found to reinforce such intuitive assessments like the noting of smiling faces, being paid, making a profit, being duly compensated for our work, finding a satisfaction in our vocation, and so on. But, such retrospective forms of assessment should not be allowed to interfere in the moving forward of that work in progress?  (28)
BE.
I am the first person to recognize that profit should not be reduced to monetary terms alone. Although it can be a good indicator, perhaps, necessary, but, certainly not sufficient. If we were to look after each other more it might well be the case that profits would look after themselves? (29)
SS
Indeed, the more I just enjoy polishing shoes and engaging with my customers the way they prefer to be engaged, I find that I have even less to worry about. For some reason, the world just seems to work when we don’t need to think too much about it… (30)
TP.
A great attitude to have, even facing the thought that all my own efforts in solving the riddles of this universe are relegated to the trash-bin of history, still, I will continue to regard my working away as having been competent, as having been professionally conducted… even with much enjoyment… (31)
IT.
Yes, we may be finite, still, that does not mean we should not be responsible. Indeed, that we should be more well-behaved, try to be even more competent in our work, to the best of our abilities, be ever mindful of others… (32)
CP.
On those thoughtful notes, we must draw these proceeding to a close. Thanking you all for all your many wonderful insights that were shared today. I am indeed most grateful for your workshopping these ideas with me. (33)
IT.
It has been a most enjoyable afternoon tea. Thanking everyone for their comments and insights. From the course of this conversation, I take heart in the fact that we should not measure the progress of our own disciplines from the perspective of some other. As professionals we should have a reasonable idea of how we are faring in such matters. (34)

BE.
As an executive, I will try not to let the ‘bottom line’ dominate my business thinking. There are more things in life than just making money. I am sure if I attend to other more direct ways of intuitively appreciating the creation, preservation and conservation of value I might even find, from time to time, that I am indirectly promoting a more profitable sense of profit, indeed, a super-profit. Paradoxical as that might seem. Although I have a saying I tell my staff “happy workers, happy customers!” (35)
SS.
It was nice meeting you people. I guess when you think about it, we are more programed for retirement than for any vocation, and that is something I am very much looking forward to. (36)
CP.
Yes, I enjoyed out conversation. It is a wonderful thing to be able to share exciting ideas, have your ideas tested and confirmed, or being corrected, discover different ways of seeing the same thing, encounter ideas that you may have never even thought about before. Stay safe, and enjoy your day… may we all prosper each in our own way…. (37)






      Noël Tointon, Wentworth Falls, 11.5.21.

2. On the Imputation of the Phenomenon of an Inter-Disciplinary Competence?


As contrived as this dialogue was, in order to bring out certain ideas and issues around this topic of an inter-disciplinary inference of competence, the apparent consensus arrived at was that such a phenomenon does exist, but, that it presents itself in accordance with the general phenomenon of the discipline in question itself. So, the Shoe-Shiner could see how well they were performing just as their customers could do likewise. A quick look and you could quickly see that your shoes were expertly cleaned and polished or not. That a closer inspection would in all probability merely confirm that quick, intuitive sense of appreciation. However, in other professions such assessments could be more difficult to perform, but, that such assessments in their own way were intuitively assessible. Could find forms of comparative assessment but not necessarily definitive forms of measurement or calculation. Moreover, indeed, the very idea of measuring ‘quality’ in a ‘quantitative’ format was not impossible but had to approached with much careful caution, a commodity in the institutionalization of the professional world that is all too often in short supply. That, in many ways, our intuitive appreciation of quality was very effective, could be agreed upon when enacted through careful forms of impartial, well-informed consensus, but, was perhaps better only measured ‘retrospectively’ in order to support such intuitive forms of appreciation. In a philosophical setting I have been recently arguing that we need a first-divisional approach to the criticism of second-divisional materials in the hope of refining such forms of qualitative appreciation in order to find a more-sound basis for better decision making, for enacting forward thinking for progressive forms of political action, policy formation or reformation, etc. That, at the end of the day, an existential appreciation of either the beneficial creation, preservation and/or conservation of valuational formation was a more informative and influential way of determining such a question without having to first appeal to indicators of quality or other over promoted benchmarks like apparent degrees of customer satisfaction, profit, what people think you are worth in terms of wages, what the market wishes to pay, and the like. (38)
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� 	Refer to the previous essay on this topic in III.1U. In that essay I refer to the four ‘p’s’ (through alliteration of), namely, participation, competence, comprehension and comprehensiveness. I.e., that participation should be present; functional conformity to general expectations needs to be in place; a comprehension of what is being performed needs to in evidence (in order to deal with non-expected anomalies in performance); and, that such comprehension needs to be adequately comprehensive in scope.





