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From 25. to 30. June 2018 the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology at the Goethe Univer-
sity Frankfurt am Main welcomed eleven Iranian junior researchers from the graduate to the post-
doctoral level and five faculty members to the interdisciplinary German-Iranian Workshop 
“Resource-Based Perspectives on the Good Life (Buen Vivir) in the Humanities”. The workshop was 
the first of two planned academic events that are part of the twelve-month-long project “The Social 
and Cultural Dimensions of Resources: Iranian and German Perspectives“. Supported by the DAAD 
program “University Dialog with the Islamic World”, the workshop was part of efforts between fac-
ulty members from the Department of Anthropology at Goethe University Frankfurt, the Department 
of Sociology at the University of Isfahan and the departments of Sociology and Literature at the 
Ferdowsi University of Mashhad to promote cooperation between the departments at these three 
institutions in research, teaching, and mentoring.  

The Frankfurt workshop theme “Resource-Based Perspectives on the Good Life in the Humanities” 
was chosen to provide a common analytical and theoretical framework to discuss the broad array of 
research interests that participants brought to the workshop. The five-day workshop was conceptual-
ized to promote exchange on research interests as well as on issues in teaching, mentoring, and ca-
reer development inside and outside academia and to work towards concrete proposals for 
collaboration that would be finalized at the second workshop in Isfahan, scheduled for 2. – 6. 
December 2018. Because “good life” is a topic that cross-cuts disciplines in the social sciences and 
humanities and includes fields like economics, environmental studies, sociology, anthropology, 
philosophy, education studies, social work, and many others, it proved to be particularly well suited 
to provide a platform for dialog between all the disciplines participating in the workshop.  

Nine graduate students and early career researchers as well as faculty members from the Depart-
ment of Social and Cultural Anthropology from the University of Frankfurt joined fifteen Iranian 
counterparts to participate in four small thematically clustered working groups in which they could 
discuss their work. During the first two days, four papers, two authored by German and two by Ira-
nian participants, were presented in each working group (sixteen papers in all), each of which was 
chaired by one German and one Iranian faculty member. The working groups were thematically fo-
cused and dealt with issues ranging from “Culture and Identity” and “Innovation and 
(Dis)Empowerment” to “Moralities and Ethics” and “Regimens and their Subjects”, all of which were 
discussed from a resource-based perspective in light of their relevance for understanding how actors 
conceive of and pursue the good life. In the plenary sessions that followed, the working groups pre-
sented the results of their discussions and linked their insights to the overarching workshop theme.  

The discussions in the working groups and plenary sessions during the first two days of the workshop 
were useful in highlighting the novelty of the resource perspective as it has been developed in the 
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humanities in Germany. Participants were encouraged to more carefully think through how their 
empirical material showed that resources are the tangible and intangible means by which actors cre-
ate, sustain, or alter social relations, units, or identities. This opened up deliberations on how re-
sources are culturally and socially constructed in specific fields and how resources entail processes 
that are context specific and dynamic: a resource may be a blessing in one context and curse in an-
other. The question of how resources are constituted raised the issue of valuation. How do actors 
come to ascribe resources a certain value, importance, significance that impart resources the capac-
ity to help actors achieve their visions of the good life? This issue of resource valuation and the role 
of values in actors’ definitions of the good life emerged as an overarching concern that was raised in 
all working groups.  

Apart from the substantive discussions on the workshop theme, the format of the first two days of 
the workshop was conceived to create a space for graduate and undergraduate students in particular 
to reflect on the theoretical and methodological aspects of their work in a level of detail not usually 
possible at academic conferences. The small working groups, which were composed so as to include 
participants in all stages of academic experience from student to senior faculty, provided a 
supportive but constructively critical environment to have focused and structured discussions of each 
presenter’s work, while allowing enough time for extensive feedback as well as exchanges between 
participants concerning similar or complementary research themes or methodological issues.  

The Wednesday and Thursday sessions of the conference were geared towards practical applications 
of the resource perspective in contexts both outside and inside the university. Wednesday’s sessions 
were devoted to applications outside the academy, to “Spaces of Practice between Municipal 
Institutions and Charitable Organizations”. Workshop participants undertook excursions or met with 
initiatives, either established or supported by academically trained individuals that in different ways 
provided residents of Frankfurt with resources to pursue a better life. The first excursion took a small 
group of eight participants to the initiative KIZ im Gallus/Mehrgenerationenhaus, a Frankfurt initia-
tive that offers a wide array of programs and social services to local children and their extended 
families, many of whom live in socio-economically precarious situations and belong to culturally 
marginalized groups. As a voluntary association that has become professionalized and now works 
with the financial support of and in collaboration with municipal government, the 
KIZ/Mehrgenerationanhaus represented a fairly well established field of practice entailing resource 
generation and use and the pursuit of the good (or a better) life in a multicultural urban context. The 
second space of practice, the Frankfurt Social Impact Lab, allowed workshop participants to exchange 
with an entrepreneurial form of civic engagement that has developed more recently in the context of 
the neoliberalization of social welfare work, a very different mode of resource generation and use in 
the pursuit of greater social wellbeing. The Wednesday excursions were designed not only to encour-
age reflection on the practical applications of the resource-perspective, particularly in considering 
the various structural and cultural/ideological contexts of the realization of the good life and the 
generation and provision of resources to this end. They were also conceptualized to raise in young 
researchers specifically the awareness of the relevance of academic knowledge to fields of practice 
beyond the university, as well as to raise awareness of how this knowledge needs to be translated or 
transformed to be made a resource for applied work.  

Thursday continued in this self-reflexive vein by turning to the issue of resources to promote the 
good life of academics at the university and beyond. The sessions were designed to provide Iranian 
participants with the opportunity to become acquainted with “Resources for the Academic Good Life 
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at Goethe University”. German and Iranian workshop participants attended meetings with key 
departments in the university administration dedicated to addressing important issues facing 
students, post-doctoral researchers, and faculty that affect their well-being. These included quality 
management in teaching; the professional and life situations of early-career researchers faced with 
limited opportunities inside the university system; equal opportunity for students, researchers, and 
faculty regardless of race, gender, family situation, sexuality, etc.; and the pressing importance of 
making university research relevant to the greater wellbeing of society as a whole, which is the 
impetus of what is referred to at Goethe University as “The Third Mission”. The meetings with 
representatives from the various university departments dealing with these issues opened discus-
sions comparing the situation of students, early career researchers, and faculty in Iran and Germany 
and how pressing problems are defined in each of the two countries and which practices are devel-
oped to address these problems.  

In some cases, there were points of overlap in the identification of problems, for example, in the 
limited prospects of early career researchers for continuing their careers within the university sys-
tem, but differences in the resources to address these problems. While in Germany, in Frankfurt in 
particular, a tight job market currently allows many early career researchers to find work (and new 
careers) in industry, finance, etc., in Iran the economic situation and poor job market requires differ-
ent strategies in helping improve the life prospects of early career researchers. Moreover, whereas in 
Germany universities have come to see it as part of their mission to assist their students and early 
career researchers in transitioning out of the university system and finding employment elsewhere 
(as well as providing resources to achieve this), in Iran the universities have so far not identified this 
as a task that falls under their aegis. In other cases, the very definition of what constitutes a problem 
at all differed between Iran and Germany, the situation of families and women being the most 
striking difference.  

In Germany, for example, there is a cultural and political consensus on the general importance of 
equal opportunity in all aspects of life, including in the professional context. Hence, at German 
universities, and Goethe University in particular, much work has been done in addressing equality of 
opportunity regardless of gender or family situation and in working towards the reconciliation of 
academic professions with family commitments (be this to children or ageing parents). In Iran, 
however, this issue is not present, although students, researchers, and staff face the same conflicts 
between the demands of their family and professional lives. Here the importance of values, cultural 
understandings, and power relations in identifying factors inhibiting the good life and creating an 
impulse for resource generation and provision in the first place became very clear. This once again 
raised the issue of values and valuation that had already been addressed as important questions for 
further research on Monday and Tuesday.  

The Wednesday and Thursday sessions thus provided a valuable opportunity to exchange experi-
ences and ideas on the situations of students, early career researchers, and faculty in the respective 
countries and to discuss each other’s best practices in dealing with specific challenges. These 
sessions, however, also allowed participants to share in each other’s personal and professional 
experiences and sensitized them to existing problems that are not always recognized as such in the 
respective university systems.  

On Friday, the final day of the workshop, the sessions were dedicated to identifying points of future 
collaboration, and to planning how participants best prepare for Isfahan so as to produce substantive 
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initiatives for future collaboration. With regard to the further work needed on the academic 
contributions to the workshop, participants decided to use the following six months until the Isfahan 
workshop to improve their current projects. Discussions in the working groups had identified numer-
ous points of further work regarding methods of data production as well as on the clarification of 
theoretical terms such as good life, resource, resource culture, and resource complex to improve the 
quality of data analysis and contextualization. Participants were also asked to self-critically reflect on 
their methods and the data that these produced. In addition, the issues of values and valuation were 
taken up as main foci in the further development of the research papers: “Values and Valuation: 
Identifying Resources in the Quest for the Good Life” was therefore set as the topic of the Isfahan 
workshop, and participants will be expanding their existing work to look more closely at values and 
valuation.  

During the final session, participants communicated their satisfaction with the workshop format that 
centered on small, interdisciplinary working groups comprised of members from each of the three 
institutions and at different levels of academic qualification and experience. This format will be re-
tained for the Isfahan workshop. Participants, however, also felt the need to focus more on the issue 
of methods from research design, to data production to data analysis. There was thus a strong desire 
to include in the program for the Isfahan workshop a methods module consisting of a lecture or 
seminar providing basic instruction in qualitative research methods followed by practical exercises in 
the field to practice their application. The methods module, however, would ideally be linked to 
some of the shared research topics of workshop participants to make the methods module more 
immediately relevant to on-going research. 

To encourage collaboration during the time between the end of the Frankfurt workshop and the 
meeting in Isfahan, participants agreed to write short “concept papers” in which they would set out 
how their work would contribute to the points of discussion regarding theory/terms of analysis and 
methods. They were encouraged to contact persons outside their working groups and to form 
German-Iranian tandems to discuss points of mutual enrichment in online forums such as Telegram. 
Last but not least, the participating faculty members were asked to prepare for the Isfahan workshop 
by producing concrete proposals for future collaboration. 

The Frankfurt workshop thus proved to be not only a valuable experience for students and early ca-
reer researchers to subject their work to constructive critical feedback in an international context, 
but it also allowed the three collaborating institutions – the departments of Literature and Sociology 
at Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, the Department of Sociology at the University of Isfahan and the 
Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology at the Goethe University Frankfurt – to become 
familiar with each other’s research foci and situation of academic life there. The task until December 
is to translate mutual interests and structural needs into concrete initiatives for collaboration and to 
identify the appropriate funding programs to pursue them. The personal and professional relation-
ships formed during this workshop and after the workshop sessions during various cultural activities 
have certainly laid the foundation for friendly and constructive partnerships that will hopefully be 
sustained beyond the final Isfahan workshop.  


