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ABSTRACT

This article provides an analysis of the current position of the university institution in
Iran, focusing on its connection with society. Over recent decades, the processes of
bureaucratization and commercialization have imposed various structural and political
pressures on the university, pushing it to serve commercial and political goals. In this
article, 1 aim to highlight the diverse aspects and manifestations of these pressures and
reveal their detrimental consequences for the educational, research, and cultural functions
of universities. These challenges and pressures are not exclusive to the university
institution in Iran; other societies face similar issues. Drawing on existing research, |
explain this global aspect, but my emphasis is on the university institution in Iran. | argue
that to address these challenges, it is not necessary to rely on the commercial and political
functions of universities to strengthen their ties with society. Instead, if universities focus
on their historical and traditional roles—cultivating educated and socially efficient
individuals and serving the modern cultural values from which they originated—they can
establish an organic connection with society. | distinguish between two models of
universities: the "supportive university" and the "identity-oriented university." | argue that
a supportive university cannot forge a strong and structural bond with society. What is
needed is an identity-oriented university that remains true to its modern identity. To this
end, | provide a historical review of the evolution of the university institution in Iran and
demonstrate that the approach of rendering universities as mere service providers has not
strengthened their connection with society—and cannot do so. Emphasizing the service-
oriented approach to universities further undermines their freedom and independence,
adversely affects the quality of education and research, and fails to bridge the gap
between universities and society.
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INTRODUCTION

This article critically examines the relationship between the university and
society in Iran. Drawing upon global theoretical frameworks—particularly
Ronald Barnett’s perspectives—it argues that the connection between
universities and society is no longer a given, but has become a site of crisis.
In Iran, beyond global dynamics, specific political, social, and economic
transformations have eroded the institutional independence of universities,
steering them toward short-term governmental interests and market-driven
imperatives. The absence of an organic bond between universities and
society stems not merely from technical inefficiencies but from profound
cultural and discursive crises. By distinguishing between two models—the
"supportive university" and the "identity-oriented university"—this article
contends that a genuine and constructive relationship with society can only
be forged through a return to the university’s cultural and historical mission.

OBJECTIVE

The primary objective of this study is to offer a critical analysis of the
evolving relationship between universities and society in contemporary Iran.
It seeks to demonstrate how and why Iranian universities have gradually
distanced themselves from their identity-shaping and cultural functions,
transforming into  bureaucratic and service-oriented institutions.
Furthermore, the article aims to propose a theoretical framework for
reconstructing an organic relationship between universities and society.
Providing a fundamental critique of official higher education policies—such
as the commercialization of knowledge, the entrepreneurial university
model, and cultural quarantine strategies—is an integral part of this
objective. Ultimately, the article argues that strengthening the university-
society nexus requires a revival of quality education, the nurturing of
modern subjects, and a reinvigoration of scientific and cultural values
rooted in modernity.

METHODOLOGY

This research adopts an analytical-critical approach based on qualitative
methods. The author draws on his lived experiences within Iranian
academic environments, supplemented by a comprehensive review of
authoritative domestic and international theoretical studies. The primary
methodologies employed include discourse analysis of higher education
policies, historical investigation into the evolution of universities in Iran,
and critical evaluation of the economic and political structures influencing
higher education. Particular emphasis is placed on the institutional



genealogy of universities and the impact of Iran’s rentier oil economy on the
emergence of service-oriented academic institutions. Moreover, references
to empirical studies on student alienation, and analyses of survey findings,
significantly strengthen the article’s arguments.

FINDINGS

The findings reveal that, since the 1950s, Iranian universities—under the
influence of the oil economy and state policies—have increasingly adopted
a service-oriented identity. This identity shift has diverted universities from
cultivating modern, critical, and socially engaged individuals.
Policies promoting localism and de-internationalization after the Islamic
Revolution further isolated Iranian universities from global academic
networks, resulting in intellectual stagnation and reduced dynamism.
At the individual level, these trends have led to the widespread prevalence
of academic alienation, student disillusionment, weakened critical
capacities, and a growing desire for emigration. Multiple empirical studies,
including research by Zaka'i and Esma'ili (2011), confirm that students in
the humanities and social sciences experience feelings of powerlessness,
social isolation, and estrangement from educational processes.
At the institutional level, the dominant discourse positioning universities as
service providers has severely undermined their scientific and institutional
autonomy. Instead of generating critical and innovative knowledge,
universities have largely focused on credentialism, commissioned projects,
and the production of quantitative outputs. Furthermore, due to the failure to
foster cultural subjects and the absence of an intercultural academic
environment, Iranian universities have become ill-equipped to confront the
challenges of globalization, technological innovation, and the socio-cultural
transformations of the contemporary world. Based on these findings, the
article emphasizes that Iranian universities—particularly in today's
globalized context—must serve as mediators and producers of modern
culture and identity. Achieving this requires a return to their historical
mission: the cultivation of modern, critical individuals.

CONCLUSION

Reconstructing the organic link between universities and society in Iran
necessitates a fundamental rethinking of the dominant discourse surrounding
higher education. Commercialization, service-orientation, and the
bureaucratization and ideological subordination of universities not only fail to
foster deep societal engagement but also render universities ineffective and
alienated from social developments.
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The article proposes that universities must return to their core mission: the
cultivation of modern, creative, critical, and responsible individuals. This
revival demands a commitment to enhancing educational quality,
safeguarding academic freedom, ensuring institutional independence, and
creating spaces for open and creative dialogue within university settings.
Only through a persistent effort to acknowledge and address structural
deficiencies can Iranian universities reclaim their role as engines of cultural
and social dynamism.

Without such a fundamental reconstruction, lIranian universities will
remain incapable of responding to global technological, cultural, and social
challenges, and may even exacerbate the crises facing society. Thus, the
future of the university—and by extension, the future of Iranian society—is
inseparably tied to a profound reconsideration of the university’s role,
mission, and institutional structure.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this article lies in its critical analysis of the university-society
relationship in Iran, particularly by distinguishing between the “supportive
university" and the "identity-oriented university." The article proposes that a
genuine and lasting connection between universities and society can only be
achieved by returning to the cultural and historical mission of universities. It
offers a fundamental critique of the commercialization and service-
orientation of universities and emphasizes the need for the revival of
academic freedom, institutional independence, and educational quality in
order for universities to play a meaningful role in social and cultural
transformations.
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