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4 5Anthropology and the Importance 
of Global Partnerships

 Partnerships are an essential part of anthro- 

pological research. When in the field, anthro-

pologists rely on institutions as well as individu-

als to support their work. For conducting joint 

research projects they depend on colleagues 

around the world with whom they share ideas and 

insights on their empirical material, methods of 

analysis and formats for presenting their results to 

a public readership. 

In teaching, too, partnerships are essential.  

Students of social and cultural anthropology should 

learn foreign languages in order to communi-

cate with the people they meet when conducting 

fieldwork. Ideally, they will spend one or more 

academic terms abroad to understand unfamiliar 

ideas and practices and to develop a new per-

spective on their own socio-cultural background. 

Students may also need to go abroad to gain skills 

and knowledge that will help them in their further 

academic training. And, in today’s globalized 

world, being able to work with diverse teams is 

important, whether students remain in academia, 

or decide to pursue careers in business, the arts, 

publishing or technology. The experience gained 

while studying anthropology will equip them  

with the capacity to work internationally, regard-

less of professional context. 
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The Ferdowsi University of Mashhad and the 

University of Isfahan are also keen on building 

global partnerships. Their students and faculty, 

too, seek cooperation with foreign universities.  

Like their German counterparts, faculty and  

established researchers benefit from sharing  

their work with foreign scholars, which makes it  

more accessible to international audiences.  

Dialogue with colleagues in the international 

community on recent developments in empirical 

methods, data analysis, as well as teaching provide 

mutual access to the latest developments in these 

areas and thus contribute to the advancement 

The Importance of 
German-Iranian Partnerships 

 One focus area of the Department of  

Social and Cultural Anthropology / Frobenius  

Institute for Research in Cultural Anthropology 

at the Goethe University Frankfurt in both the 

teaching curriculum and in research is Central 

Asia. Alongside other countries in the region, the 

Islamic Republic of Iran features prominently.  

As a region undergoing rapid and complex socio-

cultural changes and a country of geopolitical 

importance, it has become an important field  

for anthropological research. It is also a country 

about which popular stereotypes and black-and-

white narratives circulate in the media. This is all 

the more reason for anthropologists to provide 

nuanced perspectives on the developments taking 

place. Yet, without local partners, establishing  

a research focus on Iran is impossible. 



8 9Building Partnerships with the 
DAAD Initiative Higher Education 
Dialogue with the Muslim World 

 Thanks to support from the German  

Academic Exchange Service’s (DAAD) funding 

initiative Higher Education Dialogue with the Islamic 

World as well as to the generous institutional  

support of the Frobenius Institute, the Depart- 

ment of Social and Cultural Anthropology at 

Goethe University Frankfurt was able to develop 

collaborative relationships with the Department  

of English Language and Literature and the  

Department of Social Sciences at Ferdowsi Uni-

versity of Mashhad and with the Department  

of Social Science at the University of Isfahan over 

a period of twelve months. Structured around 

two workshops – one in Frankfurt (June 2018) 

and one in Isfahan (December 2018) – students, 

early career researchers and faculty shared their 

research interests and methodological expertise. 

They discussed approaches to teaching, mentoring 

of their respective fields. For students and junior 

researchers, international cooperation with  

foreign universities provides opportunities to 

improve their language skills, gain international 

experience and benefit from infrastructure as  

well as resources not available at their home  

institutions. Contact with leading experts in their 

field of research who may provide additional  

guidance in planning and developing PhD research 

or postdoctoral studies is another way students 

and early career researchers can profit from  

international partnerships in higher education.

The Importance of 
German-Iranian Partnerships 
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a supportive team atmosphere. Dialogue and  

learning took place in the form of sharing  

experiences in hands-on situations. The collegial 

spirit established during the project’s kick-off 

phase allowed faculty to speak openly about the 

shared challenges of teaching, mentoring and 

research. 

The first workshop from 25. – 30. June 2018 

with the theme “Resource-Based Perspectives  

on the Good Life (Buen Vivir) in the Humanities” 

took place at Goethe University Frankfurt and 

brought together participants in their first face- 

to-face encounter. Prior to that, collaborative  

work had taken place online and was facilitated  

by the project coordinator and the regional expert. 

At the Frankfurt workshop, participants were  

and current challenges in the respective university 

systems. For students and early career researchers, 

the project was a unique opportunity for gaining  

experience in an international context and to 

become acquainted with the fundamentals of 

academic work: conceptualising research projects, 

translating one’s research to make contributions  

to interdisciplinary discussions, preparing  

conference presentations and transforming these 

into publishable scholarly contributions. 

The mix of project participants from all levels  

of academic qualification – advanced BA and  

MA students, PhD candidates, postdoctoral  

researchers and faculty – and the structuring of 

the project into small working groups fostered  

Building Partnerships with the 
DAAD Initiative Higher Education 
Dialogue with the Muslim World
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The second component of the workshop  

focussed on those issues that the DAAD funding 

initiative put on the agenda: equal opportunity 

(including gender equality), teaching, mentor-

ing of early career researchers, the contributions 

of academic research to social development, and 

intercultural dialogue. In a series of meetings  

with experts from the relevant fields at Goethe 

University discussions were initiated on various 

questions: How did the situations of each of  

the participating universities compare in these 

respects? What were the best practices in  

facing challenges in these areas? What were  

the hurdles to adopting such best practices in  

other contexts? What measures at the level  

of the research group or department could be 

implemented that would make positive changes  

in the promotion of equal opportunity or  

assigned to small working groups comprised of  

two members from Goethe University and two 

members each from the University of Isfahan  

and Ferdowsi University of Mashhad. Working 

group members were all at different stages of  

their academic careers, but they had in common 

that their work broadly focussed on some shared 

aspect of resource-based perspectives on good  

life. During the first two days, participants were 

able to discuss at great length, and in considerable 

detail, the research presented. They provided  

each other with constructive feedback on improv-

ing methods or empirical analyses, pointing to 

fruitful lines of further research or highlighting 

particular strengths and innovative contributions 

that should be pursued in greater depth. 

Building Partnerships with the 
DAAD Initiative Higher Education 
Dialogue with the Muslim World
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former IG-Farben corporate headquarters and  

now also a living memorial to the Shoa. The  

docu mentation placed at key sites on the  

campus provided a palpable example of Germany’s 

particular relationship to its history, as well as 

an understanding of the significance of German-

Israeli relations and the complicated stance many 

Germans have towards nationalism.

The final day of the Frankfurt workshop was 

dedicated to assessing its impact and to planning 

the follow-up event in Isfahan, which was to  

take place 1. – 7. December 2018. Participants 

agreed to make values and valuation the focus of 

their next meeting because questions surrounding 

how things become valued, either as resources  

or as desirable ends shaping good life, had featured 

prominently in the Frankfurt working group  

discussions.

adapt teaching and mentoring approaches to  

contemporary challenges? 

Intercultural dialogue was initiated by providing 

opportunities for project participants to take part 

in campus life, attending classes and participating 

in seminars, meeting with student groups as well 

as by organising a series of evening events that 

provided a taste of German culture and society. 

The “public viewing” of the World Cup soccer 

match between Iran and Portugal while enjoying  

a buffet of African snacks was no doubt a high-

light, bringing together German and Iranian 

participants in their shared passion for sports and 

tasty food. And, no visit to Germany would  

be complete without some critical confrontation  

with its history. The workshop venue, Goethe  

University’s Westend Campus, is the site of the 

Building Partnerships with the 
DAAD Initiative Higher Education 
Dialogue with the Muslim World
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Rather than following the usual academic  

format of centring workshop sessions around 

paper presentations, the project coordinator and 

regional expert decided to create more space  

for genuinely collaborative knowledge production. 

They therefore asked that papers be submitted  

several weeks in advance of the meeting in  

Isfahan and that these be circulated online for 

comments and criticisms. Working group leaders 

selected recurring themes for discussion, which 

served as the agenda for the workshop sessions.  

In Isfahan, the meetings then focussed solely  

on the overlapping points between the various 

papers and how these contribute to a general  

understanding of values and processes of  

valuation as they relate to resource creation 

and / or good life. 

Intensifying Collaboration 
on the Way to Isfahan

 As a result of the good working relation-

ships established at the Frankfurt workshop, 

several German-Iranian research tandems and 

working groups were formed. These examined the  

topic of “Values and Valuation: Identifying  

Resources in the Quest for the Good Life” in a 

variety of contexts, such as the value of the  

environment in the context of climate change,  

the value of trust and its relevance to socio- 

economic innovation, the role of rituals in the  

definition of values under conditions of social 

change, or literature as a site of valuation. After 

departing from Frankfurt, project participants  

continued their discussions using messaging  

services and cloud platforms to share their ideas 

and the progress in their work. 
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selected by Iranian early career researchers, who 

then guided the excursion, while experienced  

ethnographers demonstrated how they would  

enter the field, approach potential informants, 

open discussion with interlocutors and begin  

to “collect data”. The field sites visited included  

a moludi-khani ceremony in a private home  

(in which only women could particpate), the  

Armenian quarter Jolfa, City Center Shopping 

Mall, the Isfahan Friday Mosque and a local  

“nature school” run by members of an environ-

mental NGO. Each site was selected to highlight 

some important aspect of Iranian and Isfahani  

life, providing not only sites to practice fieldwork 

and an opportunity to compare methodologies  

between disciplines, but also an opportunity  

The second main component of the Isfahan 

workshop was a focus on ethnographic fieldwork. 

Iranian workshop participants had expressed  

great interest in a module on empirical methods 

in order to gain a better understanding of ethno-

graphy and how it compares to the research 

methods in the other participating disciplines. 

Moreover, there was an interest in experiencing 

fieldwork firsthand under the guidance of  

experienced ethnographers. The three-day module 

began with four introductory lectures present-

ing different aspects of ethnographic fieldwork, 

techniques as well as underlying epistemological 

assumptions. On the second day, workshop  

participants divided into small groups of at most 

three persons, each under the guidance of an  

experienced ethnographer. Field sites were  

Intensifying Collaboration 
on the Way to Isfahan
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to gain glimpses of Persian culture and society 

outside the tourist bubble. On the third day of the 

methods module, participants were given time  

to share their collected data and to undertake  

data analysis together. The aim was to develop  

an understanding of how observations and inter-

actions in the field become anthropological  

data and how these are in turn made to contribute 

to scientific debates. 

As part of the funding program’s emphasis on 

intercultural dialogue participants also visited  

sites important to Isfahani and Persian history  

and culture. A tour of Khaneh Mashrouteh, or 

“Constitutional House”, so named because of its 

Intensifying Collaboration 
on the Way to Isfahan

importance in Iran’s Constitutional Movement 

(1905 – 1911), introduced German participants  

to key themes in Iranian history and national 

identity. An evening of drinking tea and eating 

ash-reshteh, a thick soup of herbs, chickpeas  

and rice noodles, allowed the participants to  

experience a popular Isfahan social activity and  

to enjoy the Persian craftsmanship on display  

in the décor of the famous Abbasi Hotel. At  

one of the city’s few remaining zurkhanehs, or 

“houses of strength”, athletes demonstrated  

the traditional Persian form of “body building” 

that embodies culturally specific forms of  

masculinity and heroism. No less memorable  

were the informal evenings out, enjoying the  

city’s nightlife and its wonderful cuisine. 
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 After the close of the Isfahan workshop, 

all agreed that the twelve months of collaboration 

had been hard work, but also very rewarding for 

all involved. The question that poses itself now is 

how to continue with the partnership. Sustaining 

international academic cooperation requires the 

active involvement of faculty, students and early 

career researchers. Without student exchanges  

or collaboration in research, teaching or mentoring  

activities academic cooperation exists only on  

paper. The next phase of the endeavour will be to 

build on the activities of the last twelve months 

and to find ways to institutionalise them at the 

respective universities. However, tackling this 

task together will no doubt further strengthen the 

partnership.
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