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ABSTRACT

The primary function of the humanities and social sciences is to understand and address
societal issues and problems, a task that is increasingly complex and specialized through
interdisciplinary studies and fields. Even when disciplinary expertise fails to comprehend
and resolve these problems, interdisciplinary approaches assume this role with enhanced
capabilities, employing multidimensional and multilevel methodologies and
epistemologies. The premise of this paper is that, in contemporary Iran, there are no
acceptable theories or theorists in the field of interdisciplinary studies that meet
international standards. This paper aims to explore the reasons behind the lack of
prominent and internationally recognized theories and theorists in Iran today, particularly
within the interdisciplinary domains of the humanities and social sciences. The factors
contributing to this issue are manifold and exist at various levels; this article seeks to
understand some of the main and general causes. The central question is: What are the
challenges and obstacles to interdisciplinary theorizing in the field of humanities and social
sciences in Iran? The article identifies and discusses six general challenges and barriers to
Iranian theorizing in these fields, particularly in interdisciplinary studies: populism,
politicisation, binary opposition, Westoxification, Pseudo-traditionalization, and
bewilderment. This research simultaneously employs both phenomenological and
foundational research methods.
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INTRODUCTION

This article argues that contemporary Iran lacks widely accepted theories and
theorists in interdisciplinary studies within the humanities and social sciences that
align with international standards. The purpose of this paper is to explore the
underlying reasons for this deficiency and to examine the multiple factors
contributing to the scarcity of prominent theories and theorists in these fields in Iran.
Central to this study is the question: What are the challenges and barriers to
interdisciplinary theorizing in Iran's humanities and social sciences? In response, the
article identifies and analyzes six major challenges that significantly impact the
development of interdisciplinary theorizing in Iran's humanities and social sciences.

METHODOLOGY

The study employs both phenomenological and foundational methods, applying
them simultaneously throughout the research (see: Iman, 2018, pp. 19-24; Ghasemi,
2021, p. 388; Alikhani, 2022, pp. 29-30).

FINDINGS

The findings reveal six key challenges and barriers to interdisciplinary theorizing in
Iran, as follows.

1. Populism

Populism in human and social sciences, particularly in the realm of
interdisciplinarity, is a more complex issue. In the new forms of Iranian populism
and demagoguery, individuals possess advanced academic degrees or have sometimes
managed to publish articles and books; however, their levels of understanding and
analysis, commitment and sense of responsibility, personal refinement and self-
cultivation, wisdom and worldview, magnanimity and tolerance, and overall
erudition and elitism are very low. In other words, "populism in the guise of
erudition” has emerged. In the author's definition of this concept in the field of
human and social sciences: "Populism in human and social sciences refers to
policymaking, decision-making, and influencing programs and processes related to
these sciences by individuals who hold a simplistic and non-specialized view of
human and social sciences and have not comprehended or disregarded their
ontological, epistemological, and methodological foundations or make unfounded
statements about the entirety of these sciences or their topics and subjects."

2. Politicisation

The second major challenge facing the humanities and social sciences in Iran,
particularly in interdisciplinary fields, is politicisation. This has not only diverted
these disciplines from their intended trajectory but has also diminished their status,
weakened their functions, and contributed to their decline.



Politicisation of the humanities and social sciences refers to the intervention—
whether negative or positive—by the government or influential political groups in the
programs, policies, and processes of scientific and academic institutions, often for
various motivations. Negative intervention involves imposing mandates or restrictions,
while positive intervention fails to provide the administrative, financial, and legal
support necessary for progress and competition with global scientific institutions.

In Iran, governments, political factions, and politicians are often preoccupied
with short-term concerns, rarely looking beyond a four- to eight-year horizon. This
short-sightedness has led to the politicization of the humanities and social sciences,
with politicians and even technocrats interfering in these fields. This trend has had
significant negative impacts, particularly noticeable since 2005 and notably between
2021 and 2024.

3. Binary Opposition

Knowledge management, higher education, educational planning, scientific research,
and policymaking are among the significant fields within the humanities and social
sciences. However, for decades, policymaking and decision-making in these areas
have primarily been shaped by a framework of binary opposition. Most ministers and
officials in Iran's Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology, as well as other
decision-makers in the humanities and social sciences, often come from non-related
fields—typically engineering, basic sciences, or medicine.

Regulations for promotions, guidelines for national research projects, and criteria
for national and international festivals and awards in Iran are frequently based on the
approaches, standards, and metrics of experimental and engineering sciences.
Consequently, the longstanding dominance of these frameworks over the humanities
and social sciences has contributed to the marginalization and weakening of these
interdisciplinary fields.

The author defines binary opposition in the humanities and social sciences as the
practice of policymaking, planning, and evaluation within these subjects based on the
frameworks and criteria of basic and engineering sciences.

It is important to note that professors and researchers from fields like engineering
and medicine, who have pursued extensive specialized studies and research in the
humanities and social sciences, can be considered exceptions to this rule.

4. Westoxification

The author’s concept of Westoxification differs from how it is typically understood
in Iran’s political, social, and media culture, which Jalal Al-e Ahmad famously
critiqued (Al-e Ahmad, 2024). According to this view, actions such as traveling to
Western countries, living, studying, and working in the West, praising Western
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achievements, and learning from Western models do not constitute Westoxification.
Even Jalal Al-e Ahmad, a notable critic of Western influence, was a socialist and leftist
himself. However, social Westoxification has become so ingrained in the spirit, soul,
and culture of Islam and Iranian society that it is often perceived as native or
inherently part of it.

On the other hand, today’s liberal West is present in every aspect of Iranian
thought and life, even among those who oppose or consider themselves enemies of
the West. The extent to which Western influence permeates our lives and thoughts is
so apparent that it requires no further evidence; instead, we should seek to identify
areas where the West is absent from our daily experiences. However, our discussion
here focuses on Westoxification as a significant barrier to the growth of the
humanities and social sciences and their theorizing in Iran.

If we define Westoxification as one of the barriers to the advancement of these
interdisciplinary fields, we can state that: "Westoxification is the adoption of the
content and findings of Western humanities and social sciences under the belief that
they are complete or sufficient, to the extent that the creation of indigenous
humanities and social sciences is deemed unnecessary or impossible."

5. Pseudo-traditionalization

Tradition is a broad concept deeply rooted in the culture, beliefs, attitudes,
convictions, methods, knowledge, dispositions, and temperaments of individuals and
societies over centuries. It encompasses both positive and negative characteristics—
constructive and destructive, exalted and degenerate, liberating and restraining, wise
and foolish, as well as right and wrong. It is important to recognize that Islamic
culture is a phenomenon distinct from Islam itself.

The author believes that "the Iranian scientific and intellectual tradition is a
collection of teachings, works, ideas, attitudes, and characteristics of scholars from
ancient Iran to the present, situated within the context of Iranian Islamic civilization.
This tradition has influenced, both positively and negatively, various aspects of the
humanities, social sciences, and Islamic knowledge in Iran, serving as a form of
spiritual heritage."

pseudo-traditionalization, as a barrier to the growth and development of the
humanities and social sciences, as well as theorizing, encompasses existing knowledge
within Iranian-Islamic culture and civilization. This pseudo-traditionalization acts as
a chain or shackle of epistemological constraints, hindering thought and innovation,
resulting in an imitative, stagnant, and soulless engagement with the past.

In defining: "pseudo-traditionalization in the humanities and social sciences
refers to being influenced by the epistemological, anthropological, sociological, and
methodological foundations of past knowledge and beliefs. This influence results in



a lack of dynamism and the inability of these fields to respond effectively to current
social needs and challenges, as well as to compete with similar disciplines in advanced
countries."

6. Bewilderment

The humanities and social sciences in Iran are perceived as bewildered, confused, and
restless. Factors such as populism, politicization, and social engineering hinder their
quest for stability. Even when practitioners manage to navigate these challenges, they
often struggle to coexist peacefully, failing to reach consensus and impeding
individuals or institutions from pursuing their own paths.

Fundamentally, it seems that a significant aspect of Iranian society is the tendency
to obstruct others and create disturbances in the endeavors of others. This
characteristic has infused "populist and demagogic politics" into the administrative
system and various social institutions. Consequently, one might assert, albeit with
some leniency, that "Active Iranians can be divided into two categories: those who
seek to accomplish something and those who prevent that work from being done."

CONCLUSION

The dominance of populism, politicisation, and binary opposition undermines the
recognition of the necessity and importance of the humanities and social sciences,
particularly in their interdisciplinary forms, preventing these fields from fulfilling
their essential roles. Issues related to Westoxification, pseudo-traditionalization, and
bewilderment in the humanities and social sciences are secondary concerns; if the
primary challenges and obstacles allow these fields to thrive in the country, the latter
issues will gradually resolve themselves.

Beyond the Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology, which is policymaker
and legislator as well as the executor of programs related to humanities and social
sciences, the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution is another influential body.
This council—regardless of its status and performance—has always exhibited three
characteristics: First, the political atmosphere has often overshadowed the scientific
one. Second, some of its members have been non-academic, meaning their primary
concerns and endeavors were not research or academic-oriented, and they were not
regarded as scholarly or academic figures. Third, experts from engineering, basic
sciences, and medical sciences have also made decisions for humanities and social
sciences as part of its membership or leadership.

Beyond the Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology, which acts as both
policymaker and legislator while executing programs related to the humanities and
social sciences, the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution is another influential
body. Regardless of its status and performance, this council has consistently exhibited
three characteristics: First, the political atmosphere often overshadows the scientific
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one. Second, some of its members are non-academic, meaning their primary
concerns and endeavors are not research- or academic-oriented, and they are not
regarded as scholarly figures. Third, experts from engineering, basic sciences, and
medical sciences have also made decisions concerning the humanities and social
sciences as part of its membership or leadership.

Over the decades, this council has integrated all three characteristics—populism,
politicization, and social engineering—into the realm of humanities and social
sciences in Iran.

NOVELTY

This paper aims to clarify six significant and overarching challenges and obstacles
that have weakened and isolated theorizing in the field of humanities and social
sciences, particularly in interdisciplinary studies in Iran. Identifying and explaining
these challenges represents an innovative approach.
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