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The academic world, like other social worlds, is entangled in a set of
argumentative and affective relations and, in this respect, is not separate
from the ordinary social sphere. Over the past decades, scholars have sought
to distinguish these two worlds through the use of key specialized concepts.
One such concept is the scientific community. A range of studies in Iran has
shown that the scientific community is not only a fragile and unstable
formation, but also one that has increasingly lost its explanatory power in the
academic world.

In this article, I argue that, on the basis of the existing literature, there is in
practice no such thing as a scientific community. Yet, instead of revising
their understanding of the existing situation, researchers have attempted to
account for the weakness of the scientific community in Iran and, in most of
their studies, have effectively justified the status quo. By reviewing the idea
of the scientific community in sociological research and examining scholarly
efforts to conceptualize it, this article offers a different response to a problem
that Iranian scholars have understood in largely similar ways. The problem
may be formulated as follows: now that researchers have demonstrated that
no scientific community has taken shape in Iran, can the alternative concept
of academic tribes serve as a more useful analytical framework?

This article seeks to demonstrate how this concept may open up a different
path for scholars working within the scientific community perspective and
contribute to explaining the mechanisms through which such tribes operate
within universities. Whereas the concept of the scientific community seeks to
explain scientific relations, scientific norms, academic ethics, and
interactions among associations and journals within accepted scientific
frameworks, the concept of academic tribes attempts to uncover the nature of
overt and covert relations, as well as the emotions, interests, and desires that
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operate beneath the surface of ostensibly scientific norms.
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Introduction
Classical understandings of science have traditionally portrayed the academic world as

fundamentally different from ordinary social life. While everyday social relations are often
associated with emotions, personal interests, and subjective judgments, science has been
represented as a realm governed by rationality, objectivity, experimentation, and intellectual
argumentation. Within this framework, scientists are expected to follow universal scientific norms
and ethical principles rather than emotional attachments or personal loyalties. One of the key
concepts through which this image has been constructed is the notion of the “scientific community.”

The concept of the scientific community emerged in the works of thinkers such as Michael
Polanyi, Edward Shils, and Robert K. Merton. Their theories emphasized scientific cooperation,
shared norms, peer evaluation, and collective knowledge production as the foundations of academic
life. Consequently, the scientific community came to signify not merely a group of scholars, but a
rational and ethically organized network of intellectual relations and institutional legitimacy.

In Iranian sociology of science and higher education studies, this concept became highly
influential during the last three decades. Numerous researchers attempted to evaluate the condition
of scientific communities within Iranian universities. However, despite differences in methodology
and theoretical orientation, many studies reached similar conclusions. Academic interactions were
described as weak, collaborative research remained limited, ethical norms appeared fragile, and
university relations were frequently shaped by individual interests and institutional competition
rather than collective scientific goals.

This repeated diagnosis raises an important theoretical issue: if Iranian academia does not
correspond to the classical image of the scientific community, how should its actual social reality be
understood? This article argues that the dominant framework of the scientific community is
insufficient for explaining many hidden dimensions of academic life in Iran, particularly informal
relations, emotional attachments, political loyalties, and struggles over symbolic and material
resources.

To address this limitation, the article proposes the concept of “academic tribes” as an alternative
analytical framework. Drawing on Michel Maffesoli’s theory of neo-tribalism as well as the works
of Tony Becher and Paul Trowler, the concept emphasizes emotional belonging, group solidarity,
informal networks, symbolic boundaries, and internal rivalries within academia. Rather than
understanding universities as unified rational communities, this perspective interprets them as
fragmented spaces composed of overlapping groups, alliances, and competing territories. The article
therefore seeks to demonstrate that the concept of academic tribes offers a more realistic and
sociologically productive framework for understanding academic relations in contemporary Iran.

Discussion

The concept of “academic tribes” offers an alternative framework for understanding university
life by shifting analytical attention away from formal scientific norms and toward informal social
dynamics. Rather than viewing universities primarily as communities organized around rational
cooperation and shared intellectual standards, this perspective highlights emotional attachments,
symbolic boundaries, competition, and mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. Michel Maffesoli’s
theory of neo-tribalism provides an important starting point for this approach. According to
Maffesoli, contemporary societies are increasingly organized through small affective communities
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rather than stable modern institutions. These neo-tribes are not based on kinship or traditional social
bonds; instead, they emerge through shared emotions, collective experiences, lifestyles, rituals, and
symbolic identifications.

Applied to academic life, this perspective reveals dimensions that are often overlooked in
conventional accounts of the scientific community. Universities are not only sites of intellectual
exchange and scholarly cooperation but also environments shaped by friendship, loyalty, jealousy,
rivalry, distrust, and struggles over prestige and resources. Faculty members frequently form
informal circles that influence access to research collaborations, publication opportunities, graduate
supervision, and institutional influence. Consequently, academic behavior is often embedded in
networks of personal relations as much as in formal professional norms.

The notion of “academic tribes and territories,” developed by Tony Becher and Paul Trowler,
further extends this perspective. Their work demonstrates that disciplinary cultures function as
distinct symbolic territories with their own values, rituals, languages, and internal hierarchies.
Academic disciplines can therefore be understood as tribes that defend their intellectual boundaries
while competing with other fields for legitimacy, authority, and institutional recognition.

The empirical findings discussed in this article suggest that, within the Iranian academic context,
tribal dynamics extend beyond disciplinary identities alone. Existing studies consistently indicate
that informal relations often play a significant role in shaping academic interactions. Research on
faculty relations has documented experiences of factionalism, friendship-based networks, political
affiliations, and mutual distrust among academics. Collaborative activities frequently occur within
relatively closed circles rather than broad scientific communities, while institutional opportunities
and resources often circulate through limited interpersonal networks.

The qualitative findings provide particularly strong support for this interpretation. Peyam
Afshardoust’s research demonstrates that informal interests, political alignments, and pre-existing
personal relationships significantly influence university interactions. Similarly, Fatemeh Alamdar’s
ethnographic accounts reveal the importance of emotional tensions, hidden rivalries, jealousy, and
strategic alliances in everyday academic life. These findings suggest that universities operate not
only through scientific rationality but also through emotional economies and tribal solidarities.

The concept of academic tribes therefore offers a broader sociological framework for
understanding Iranian universities. It does not deny the importance of scientific norms; rather, it
shows that scientific rationality coexists with emotional, political, and material dynamics that
profoundly shape academic behavior, institutional processes, and the distribution of opportunities
and influence.

Conclusion

This article began with a fundamental question in the sociology of science: can the concept of the
scientific community adequately explain the realities of academic life in Iran? A review of three
decades of Iranian research showed that most studies depict the scientific community as weak,
fragile, or absent. The recurring findings of these studies include limited scholarly interaction, weak
ethical commitment, fragmented cooperation, and the dominance of individual or institutional
interests.

However, the article argued that this situation should not be understood solely as evidence of an
incomplete scientific community. Part of the problem may lie in the conceptual framework itself.
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The concept of the scientific community is grounded in an idealized image of rational cooperation,
universal norms, and professional order. Although analytically valuable, this framework often fails
to capture the emotional, informal, and power-laden dimensions of academic life.

To address this limitation, the article proposed the concept of academic tribes as an alternative
analytical framework. Drawing on neo-tribal theory and higher education studies, this perspective
understands universities not as coherent wholes, but as fragmented spaces shaped by emotional
solidarities, informal alliances, symbolic boundaries, and struggles over resources and legitimacy.
Within this framework, academic relations are shaped not only by intellectual collaboration, but
also by friendship, jealousy, political loyalty, competition, and informal networks.

The analysis further showed that many empirical findings concerning Iranian universities become
more intelligible when interpreted through the lens of tribal relations. Processes such as faculty
recruitment, access to publication opportunities, distribution of research funding, and the exercise of
institutional authority often operate through informal tribal mechanisms rather than through
universal academic standards alone. Emotional and relational factors therefore play a central role in
shaping academic life.

Ultimately, the concept of academic tribes offers greater explanatory power for understanding
contemporary Iranian academia than the traditional notion of the scientific community alone. By
foregrounding emotions, informal relations, and hidden structures of power, this concept opens new
possibilities for critical research on universities, higher education, and academic culture in Iran.
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