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Abstract

The present study was conducted to critique the evaluation system and assist in decision-making
in order to promote the disciplines of social sciences, in comparison to other branches of science,
based on a research commercialization approach. The critical research method was used to
achieve this goal. Examining the challenges of the neoliberal approach in Iran's higher education
system - with the emergence of "wealth-creating universities" and “internationalization of
universities" and its consequences for social sciences - reveals that increased competition and
reduced space for collaboration, an instrumentalist view of humans, the transformation of
knowledge into a commodity for profit, incompatibility of social sciences knowledge with social
and cultural contexts, deviation from scientific identity, decreased motivation of social sciences
students and professors, the neglect of ethics, and the perception of social sciences as useless are
among these challenges. In additionthe emphasis on economic success and labor-market
preparedness as major motivations for students has reduced their inclination to undertake
theoretical and fundamental research, since students tend to perceive their future career prospects
as lying in disciplines and research areas that are closer to the market. as concrete examples of
the prevalence of market culture and commercialization in higher education, especially in social
sciences, in Iran. particularly in the field of social sciences. Consequently, to overcome this crisis
in the social sciences, a return to the university’s fundamental mission of producing “meaning”
and “truth,” rather than “products” and “prices,” is an epistemic necessity
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Synopsis

Within the knowledge-based economy paradigm, the production, dissemination, and utilization
of knowledge have assumed fundamental importance, reshaping expectations of scientific and
academic institutions. Alongside teaching and research, universities have taken on greater
responsibility for economic growth, knowledge transfer, and wealth creation. Consequently,
research commercialization and university internationalization have become integral to higher
education development policies. By extending market mechanisms into educational institutions,
neoliberalism has contributed to changes in universities’ missions, values, and evaluation criteria.
Knowledge is increasingly assessed in terms of its exchangeability, capacity to attract funding,
and economic returns, placing disciplines capable of generating direct revenue and tangible
products in a more favorable position.

Research commercialization has largely developed in fields closely connected to industry and
technological production. However, the nature of research in the humanities, its problems, and
the application of its findings differ from those fields. Much of its contribution lies in
understanding the human condition, generating meaning, advancing social critique, and
reconsidering cultural and ethical relations. These contributions do not necessarily yield products
with immediate economic returns. Applying uniform evaluation criteria across disciplines may
therefore undermine the humanities, particularly their fundamental research. This study critically
examines research evaluation to inform decisions concerning the advancement of the humanities.
It asks how commercialization within neoliberal ideology affects the nature and functions of
fundamental research in these disciplines and what challenges arise when their legitimacy is
grounded in market logic.

The study adopted a critical research approach. Drawing on theoretical discussions and research
concerning higher education commercialization, neoliberalism, and the valuation of knowledge,
it examined the assumptions and consequences of the dominance of market logic in universities.
The analysis began with the foundations of higher education commercialization and proceeded
to explore neoliberalism’s internal contradictions and its incompatibilities with the nature and
mission of the humanities. Within this framework, the study addressed the reification of
knowledge, epistemic reductionism, paradoxes of university governance, and the crisis of
valuation in the humanities. It also considered the conditions for strengthening academic
autonomy and the emancipatory capacity of these disciplines.

The analysis indicates that commercialization extends beyond changes in university financing to
encompass changes in the criteria by which knowledge is valued. When marketability, returns on
investment, and quantifiable outputs become dominant criteria, the epistemic, ethical, cultural,
and public value of knowledge risks being reduced to instrumental and economic value. The
growing influence of customers and funding providers shapes research problems and priorities,
marginalizing truth-seeking and critical understanding of the social world. In the humanities, this
transformation restricts opportunities to investigate fundamental questions and problems that
possess social and epistemic significance but lack short-term economic returns.

The findings also reveal contradictions within neoliberal university governance. While
emphasizing freedom of choice and decentralization, this approach simultaneously directs
universities toward uniform frameworks through standardization, rankings, and performance
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indicators. Reduced direct intervention does not necessarily increase academic autonomy; it may
instead introduce new forms of control through accountability and performance measurement.
This contradiction is particularly consequential for the humanities, whose research problems and
processes are embedded in social, historical, and cultural contexts. Uniform criteria can therefore
weaken epistemic diversity and responsiveness to local concerns.

In research evaluation, excessive reliance on publication counts, citation metrics, and other
quantitative indicators creates a divergence between producing valid knowledge and acquiring
professional recognition. Researchers are encouraged to maximize measurable outputs, while the
quality of argumentation, theoretical depth, and conceptual innovation receive less attention.
Competitive pressures and dominant quantitative incentives create conditions conducive to
declining research originality and increasingly formalistic practices in knowledge production and
publication. Research, as an activity of truth-seeking and critical reflection, consequently risks
becoming an exercise in the mass production of outputs.

At the human and educational levels, the challenges include intensified competition, diminished
collaboration, instrumental treatment of academics and students, weakened moral agency, and
the subordination of academic autonomy to economic interests. A preference for disciplines and
research closely aligned with market demands reduces motivation for theoretical and fundamental
inquiry and reinforces perceptions of the humanities as unproductive. These developments
conflict with the humanities’ mission to cultivate critical judgment, responsibility, and sensitivity
to public concerns. They also challenge human dignity and morally grounded freedom as
understood within Islamic conceptions of the human person.

Conclusion

Improving the contribution of the humanities and strengthening their societal role are defensible
objectives. Nevertheless, the benefits and usefulness of knowledge cannot be confined to market
profitability. Although the humanities share important characteristics with other fields of inquiry,
differences in their subject matter, purposes, and applications require appropriate evaluation
criteria. Their practical relevance and contribution to societal problems do not entail accepting
the market as the authority determining their value and legitimacy. Practical effectiveness and
truth-seeking can reinforce one another, provided that the value of knowledge is not reduced to
its marketability.

Accordingly, research evaluation must recognize the quality of argumentation, theoretical depth,
originality, and long-term social contributions. Financial and institutional support for
fundamental research and the protection of academic autonomy against direct market pressures
are also necessary. Interdisciplinary collaboration directed toward understanding the human and
cultural dimensions of problems, alongside renewed attention to fundamental questions, can
strengthen the emancipatory capacity of the humanities. Analytical engagement with Islamic
foundations, emphasizing justice, human dignity, cooperation, and social responsibility, further
provides grounds for reconsidering the relationship between knowledge and the common good.
Ultimately, commercialization requires fundamental critique when it reconstructs the university’s
epistemological foundations around profit and price. Recognizing the university’s responsibility
for producing meaning and pursuing truth, together with the public value of knowledge, is
essential to sustaining the critical and social role of the humanities.
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