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Abstract

In the past decade, Iranian universities—the central institutions of
knowledge production and legitimation—have experienced a decline
in epistemic authority and a growing mismatch between their formal
structures and the intellectual needs of a new generation. At the same
time, the expansion of social media, the rise of the attention economy,
and the proliferation of independent schools of social sciences have
transformed the traditional configuration of power/knowledge and
created new, informal, and platform-based learning environments.
This study employs an interpretive qualitative approach, drawing on
data from the National Survey on Social Media Culture (2023) and
five semi-structured interviews with directors of independent
educational institutes, to examine how these alternative spaces emerge
and operate. The theoretical framework integrates Foucault’s concepts
of dispositif and power/knowledge, Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of
lines of flight, Agamben’s theory of subjectivation, Hall’s articulation,
and Bergson’s understanding of fluid temporality. The findings show
that under post-digital conditions, Iranian users—exposed to constant
information flows—have become “open bodies” and ‘“hesitant yet
active subjects,” generating new modes of consuming and producing
knowledge. Within this context, independent schools are not simply
supplements or replacements for the university; rather, they function
as its structural “Other,” shaped by platform logic, digital aesthetics,
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and the circulation of attention. These institutions cultivate new
intellectual figures, alternative forms of collective engagement, and
emerging modes of epistemic legitimacy outside the university.
Consequently, they contribute to the weakening of the university’s
traditional authority and the formation of a post-authoritarian ecology
of knowledge in contemporary Iran.
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attention economy; social sciences
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Historically, the university in Iran has served as the primary institution
for the production, organization, and legitimization of knowledge,
particularly in the humanities and social sciences. It has played a
central role in defining intellectual norms, training elites, and
constructing truth. However, over the last decade, the Iranian
university has faced a significant decline in epistemic authority,
institutional closure, bureaucratic rigidity, and an inability to address
the intellectual demands of the new generation. Parallel to this
institutional erosion, the expansion of digital infrastructure and social
media platforms (Instagram, Telegram, YouTube), in conjunction with
the emergence and growth of “Independent Social Science Schools”
(such as Shams Academy, Bidar School, Tehran School, and Halge-ye
Yek-Chand), has shattered the university’s historical monopoly.
Accordingly, the central problem of this research is to investigate the
pluralization of social science education outside the formal academic
circuit and to answer how these alternative learning ecosystems,
emerging in the light of the attention economy and new media,
influence the institutional position and imperial authority of the
Iranian university.

2. Literature Review

In global higher education literature, the critique of the university
often centers on neoliberal logic, the commercialization of science,
and the commodification of knowledge (e.g., Bill Readings’ “The
University in Ruins” and David Nugent’s “Knowledge and Empire”).
However, empirical studies in Iran (Kazemi, 2018; Sedighian Bidgoli,
2018; Ghaneirad, 2011) demonstrate that the predicament of the
Iranian university is not its organic connection to the market or the
commodification of knowledge, but rather institutional isolation,
bureaucratic ossification, exclusionary licensing systems, and the
structural marginalization of independent intellectual currents. To
explain this phenomenon, this research employs a multi-faceted post-
structuralist framework: Michel Foucault’s and Giorgio Agamben’s
concepts of “‘apparatus” (dispositif) and “power/knowledge” to
analyze disciplinary mechanisms and subjectification; Deleuze and
Guattari’s “lines of flight” and “desire-machines” to explain the
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dynamic exodus of audiences from formal circuits; Stuart Hall’s
“cultural articulation” to integrate theoretical content with media
forms; and Henri Bergson’s juxtaposition of “mechanical time” versus
“fluid and expansive temporality” to explain accelerated digital
existence.

3. Methodology

This research is grounded in an interpretive-qualitative paradigm with
a post-structuralist approach. Data were gathered from two
complementary sources: first, statistical data from the “National
Survey on Social Media Culture in Iran” (2023, Iranian Research
Institute for Culture, Art and Communication) to map the context of
user behavior; and second, four in-depth semi-structured interviews
(6090 minutes each) with the founders and managers of five
prominent independent social science institutions (Shams Academy,
Bidar School, Tehran School, and Halge-ye Yek-Chand), selected via
purposive sampling based on four criteria: active media presence,
educational continuity, production of alternative content, and
distinctive aesthetics. Data analysis followed “thematic analysis”
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) alongside “rhizomatic writing/thinking with
theory” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012), while the structure of conceptual
relationships was examined using “conceptual network analysis” (via
the igraph package in R) to measure degree centrality and
betweenness centrality.

4. Results

The research findings indicate a fundamental transformation in the
technological and epistemic foundations of informal education:

e Platform Shift: Education has shifted from the print-based logic
and poster-advertising of the 2000s (institutions such as Porsesh and
Roodad-e Tazeh) to the algorithmic circuits of social media
(particularly Instagram) since the 2010s.

o Post-Digital Subjectification: Based on national data, 86% of
Iranian users are active daily on social media, and 63% receive their
news from these platforms. Within this space, an “open body” and a
“hesitant yet active subject” have been constructed—a subject in a
post-truth condition who seeks verification not from formal
authorities, but through dialogue with peers (32%) or cross-platform
validation (35%).
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o Attention Economy and Visibility Politics: The survival and
activism of these institutions oscillate between the strategy of
“adaptation to algorithmic formal logic” and ““aesthetic resistance.”

o« Emergence of New Theoretical Figures: The epicenter of
theoretical disputes has migrated from university courtyards and
debates among traditional professors (such as Abazari and Kachouian)
to the ecosystem of Reels and Stories created by platform-based
thinkers (such as Ardabili and Saleh Najafi).

o Conceptual Network Analysis: “University” retains the highest
centrality (Degree 22, Betweenness 0.3272) as the pole of
comparison; “Subject” (0.3042) is the primary mediator; and
“Independent Schools,” despite a high degree (16), have low
betweenness (0.0564), indicating their functional independence and
archipelago-like structure.

5. Discussion

Independent schools do not act as mere “complements” to the
university, nor do they seek to fully “replace” it; rather, they function
as the wuniversity’s “structural other.” The post-Revolutionary
discursive closure of the university, the hegemony of exclusionary
bureaucracy, and the expulsion of critical thinkers created lines of
flight that ejected the desire for learning outside. In this space, a post-
disciplinary subjectivity has formed, which, unlike the rigid discipline
of the university classroom, is based on connectivity, fluidity, and
network-centricity. Through cultural articulation, independent schools
have successfully linked critical theory to concrete issues, lifestyles,
and the aesthetic tastes of their audiences, replacing the rigid
academic calendar with expansive, instantaneous digital temporality—
thereby constructing a new regime of validity and epistemic
legitimacy outside the monopoly of academic degrees.

6. Conclusion

What is occurring in the field of social science education in Iran is an
epistemic rupture and a reconfiguration of power and knowledge
relations. The “University Empire” has encountered deep structural
cracks and has lost its sole monopoly on legitimizing the
understanding of society and the human condition. However, the
horizon is not the erasure of the university nor absolute submission to
platform logic, but rather the establishment of a permanent field of
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tension between the orthodox academic order and diverse, networked
forces. In this context, independent schools have solidified their
leadership in emerging theoretical fields and digital culture, while the
“Iranian networked subject” has become the final and decisive agent
of this post-authoritarian architecture.
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