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Abstract

Throughout its history, Iranian social sciences
have been marked by recurring debates over
the possibility and necessity of indigenizing
scientific knowledge. The origins of this
discourse date back to the 1940s, with the
emergence of discussions on institutionalizing
modern sociological knowledge in a way that
aligns with Iran’s social and cultural realities.
In the 1950s, concerns about instrumentalism
and the over-quantification of social sciences
further intensified calls for the development of
indigenous science and universities. Following the
Islamic Revolution, the indigenization of science
became institutionalized as a comprehensive
project under the broader agenda of Islamizing
science and higher education. However, over
the subsequent four decades, new scientific
policies—accompanied by the rapid expansion
of higher education—produced outcomes
that diverged considerably from the original
goals. Consequently, Iranian social scientists
today exhibit diverse, and at times conflicting,
interpretations of the concept of indigenization.
Despite its significance, most existing studies on
the indigenization of science remain theoretical
rather than empirical. This study, therefore, asks:
How do postgraduate students in social sciences
at the University of Mazandaran perceive and
interpret the indigenization of social sciences?
International research in this field often assumes
that Western research paradigms are unsuitable
for non-Western contexts. In such studies,
indigenous knowledge is defined as a body of
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concepts, techniques, and representations rooted
in the cultural and social contexts of a given
society. While indigenous knowledge may offer
valuable guidance for hypothesis formulation and
methodological design, it also faces challenges of
demarcation from pseudo-scientific, postmodern,
or anti-scientific perspectives. In Iran, however,
the literature has largely remained theoretical
and discursive, lacking empirical engagement
with the lived experiences of those active in the
scientific field. Although several studies have
mapped conceptual trends in the indigenization
debate, the actual perceptions and meaning-
making processes of science practitioners have
rarely been explored.

Revealing the students’ meaning-making
processes regarding the indigenization of
science requires close attention to their specific
lived experiences within this context. To
achieve this, the study employed an interpretive
phenomenological approach (IPA) to uncover
and describe the internal semantic structures
underlying these experiences, thereby enabling
a deeper understanding of the nature of the
phenomenon of indigenization of social sciences
in Iran. The participants consisted of 31 master’s
and doctoral students in the field of social sciences
at the University of Mazandaran, selected through
purposive sampling. Data were collected through
semi-structured, in-depth interviews and analyzed
using the six-step process outlined in the IPA
framework. The analysis led to the identification
of a thematic structure comprising eight main
themes and forty-four subthemes, which
together captured the multifaceted nature of the
participants’ understandings of the indigenization
of social sciences.

The data analysis revealed that students
conceptualize the indigenization of social sciences
through multiple interpretive frames, represented
by eight main themes: semantic confusion,
inability to indigenize science, distrust toward
indigenization, openness in indigenization,
indigenization as an ideological project, political
understandings of indigenization, identity-
based understandings of indigenization, and the
requirements for indigenization. Each theme was
interpreted through its underlying subthemes,
drawing upon the participants’ narratives.

The findings can be summarized as follows:

(1) there is no shared or unified understanding
of the indigenization of science among the
participants; (2) conceptual inconsistencies are
more pronounced in the discourse of Islamic
social sciences than in indigenous social sciences;
(3) students widely agree on the limited capacity
of current social sciences to address societal
challenges; (4) two overarching interpretive
models emerge: a model of indigenous social
sciences, wherein indigenization is understood
as an ideological—epistemological system tied to
political power, and a model for indigenous social
sciences, wherein indigenization is seen as part of
broader movements such as the decolonization
and Islamization of science; (5) these two models
are dynamic and may converge or transform into
one another; and (6) both share a critical stance
toward the institutional and methodological
limitations of dominant pseudo-positivist
paradigms in Iranian social sciences, differing
mainly in the degree of political agency they
attribute to the institution of science.
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