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ABSTRACT

Interdisciplinary research and education are legitimate only within a sphere that has
affirmed the legitimacy of the modern age. One indication is a functional rupture with
traditional forms of knowledge. The question is whether interdisciplinarity in Iran have
fulfilled such a condition. It appears that two decades of interdisciplinary contributions in
Iran still remain distant from the functions emerging from rupture. An examination of works
that take interdisciplinarity itself as their subject, as well as works that discuss various
subjects through an interdisciplinary approach, demonstrates that their authors maintain a
continuity-oriented will toward tradition and the past. The resistance of Iranian writers and
researchers to rupture with the past may be discussed under the category referred to as the
secularization theorem. This theorem assumes that modern consciousness is the secularized
form of ancient Christian or pagan consciousness. Iranian authors likewise, generally within
the framework of the same theorem, seek to bring about an indigenous modernity through
the rereading, transmission, and transformation of tradition. One sign of the failure of this
mode of contribution is precisely the interdisciplinary arrangement of knowledge in Iran.
Through a concise analysis of the secularization theorem by way of explaining the
categories of substance/function and continuity/rupture, this article elucidates the pathology
of continuity-oriented essentialism in the articles published in the Quarterly Journal of
Interdisciplinary Studies. It then, by focusing on one rupture-oriented article among them,
prepares the ground for further discussions. Without continuity being called into question,
and without a will toward rupture from the essences of tradition, neither the disciplinary
system of knowledge nor the interdisciplinary system can fulfill their proper function.
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INTRODUCTION

Interdisciplinarity is a modern phenomenon and cannot be found, in the strict sense
of the term, within the premodern tradition. Traditional forms of encyclopedic
learning, however extensive, bore no functional resemblance to modern
interdisciplinarity. Yet in contemporary Iran, the expansion of interdisciplinary
studies has often been justified through appeals to traditional roots. This tendency
forms part of a broader pattern in Iranian intellectual life: the assumption that Western
modernity is merely a secularized form of theology and that Iranian modernization
must therefore proceed through the reinterpretation and transmission of traditional
concepts. The author refers to this pattern as the Secularization Theorem.

PURPOSE

The purpose is to show that the theorem has exercised considerable influence within
Iranian academic discourse. Despite more than half a century of discussion
concerning interdisciplinarity and nearly a quarter century of its institutionalization
within universities, the practical achievements of this project remain unclear. No
major social problem has been resolved through interdisciplinary inquiry, no
significant theoretical conflict has been satisfactorily organized, and no genuinely
new horizon of intellectual curiosity has emerged. Through an analysis of the dual
concepts of substance/function and continuity/discontinuity, this article seeks to
explain why interdisciplinarity in Iran has become trapped in a form of continuity-
oriented substantialism.

METHODOLOGY

This argument is developed through a critical examination of some of the most
important articles published in the Quarterly Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies in
the Humanities between 2006 and 2019.

FINDINGS

Interdisciplinarity is a product of modern consciousness—a form of consciousness
that validates itself through its functions. The Enlightenment, grounded in reason and
progress, represented the theoretical articulation of this self-legitimating process. In
the modern world, human beings assume responsibility for their own lives and their
shared world rather than awaiting final answers from the past.

Discontinuity, in this sense, is not merely a break with history. It is an ethical and
intellectual project: the willingness to distance oneself from inherited answers and to
formulate new responses to actual crises. The past is not abolished,; its questions and
concepts remain present. Yet modern answers acquire distinct functions and
meanings.

Against this perspective, three major secular positions are identified:



1. Those who regard discontinuity as destructive and unethical, prescribing a
return to the past .

2. Those who distrust both continuity and discontinuity and remain suspended in
a condition of intellectual indecision .

3. Those who interpret modernity itself as a continuation of Gnosticism and
therefore as a form of intensified otherworldliness .

According to the author, all three positions ultimately evade the full acceptance
of modern subjectivity and responsibility.

The Quarterly Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies in the Humanities, established
in the mid-2000s as one of the principal theoretical forums for interdisciplinary
scholarship in Iran, provides a revealing example of what the author calls
substantialist continuity. Many articles published in the journal portray
interdisciplinarity not as a modern phenomenon but as an extension of older
intellectual traditions.

Examples include:

1. Tracing interdisciplinarity back to “applied philosophies™ or historical traditions
of linguistic;

2. Relating interdisciplinary planning to prehistoric human hunting practices;

3. Describing interdisciplinarity through metaphors such as “the string of prayer
beads,” “bridge-building,” or “an archipelago”;

4. Emphasizing that no fixed or foundational definition of interdisciplinarity
exists.

In the author's view, such approaches obscure the meaning of interdisciplinarity
and distance it from its actual function. Interdisciplinarity emerges only where a
certain rupture in memory and tradition has occurred, not where the past is preserved
as a sacred and uninterrupted continuum.

Among the articles published in the journal, the author identifies only one
significant exception: “A Theory of Interdisciplinarity as It Might Serve Our Needs”
(Bahrani, 2019). This article distinguishes three approaches to interdisciplinarity:

1. The positivist approach, which regards interdisciplinarity as a practical
instrument for solving real societal problems.

2. The postmodern approach, which either labels any discipline supplemented by
a few theoretical additions as interdisciplinary or lapses into the illusion of total
interdisciplinarity, ultimately producing intellectual stagnation.
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3. The phenomenological approach, which emphasizes the university’s
responsibility toward the world and seeks to mitigate the shortcomings of disciplinary
specialization.

According to the author, Iranian academia has largely fallen into the second
category: a form of interdisciplinarity that is neither committed to problem-solving
nor to human responsibility, but rather to projects of civilizational prestige and
institutional power.

CONCLUSION

The article concludes that one of the principal obstacles to the functional
development of interdisciplinarity in Iran is the dominance of intellectual frameworks
shaped by the Secularization Theorem. By insisting on the reinterpretation and
transmission of tradition, this theorem cultivates a nostalgic attachment to the past
and inhibits the emergence of genuinely modern intellectual curiosity. Concepts such
as ijtihad, the revival of tradition, and reconnection with roots cease to be productive
when they replace the task of responding to actual problems.

NOVELTY

A viable interdisciplinary knowledge system requires a theoretical and functional
discontinuity from the arche of tradition and from the expectation that definitive
answers can be found in the past. Without such discontinuity, neither disciplinary
knowledge nor interdisciplinarity can fulfill their modern function.
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