
1 

Workshop Proceedings 

“Values and Valuation: Identifying Resources in the Quest for the Good Life”: A German-Iranian 
Workshop Organized and Hosted by the Department of Sociology University of Isfahan, Iran,  

1 - 7 December 2018 

Contact: Dr. Katja Rieck, k.rieck@em.uni-frankfurt.de 

 

From 1. to 7. December 2018 the Department of Sociology at the University of Isfahan welcomed 
eleven German junior researchers from the graduate to the post-doctoral level and three faculty 
members to the interdisciplinary German-Iranian Workshop “Values and Valuation: Identifying 
Resources on the Quest for the Good Life”. The workshop was the second 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 faculty 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 Isfahan workshop theme of “values and valuation” was chosen as a result of discussions from the 
previous workshop in Frankfurt that had focused on “Resource-Based Perspectives on the Good Life 
in the Humanities”. The outcome of that series of meetings had highlighted the importance of values 
and value creation (valuation) as phenomena located at the nexus of resources and good life. The 
workshop participants consequently decided that a focus on this might generate some insights into 
the complex ways resources and good life interconnect. Like the previous workshop during the 
summer in Frankfurt, the winter workshop in Isfahan was conceptualized to promote exchange on 
research interests as well as on issues in teaching and mentoring. Moreover, as an additional 
outcome of the summer workshop in Frankfurt, the second meeting of the German-Iranian project 
group also focused on methods and a comparison of the different modes of knowledge production in 
the different national and disciplinary contexts. Finally, the Isfahan workshop was also to provide an 
opportunity for project participants to formulate concrete collaborative initiatives that could be the 
basis for third-party funded projects in the medium term. Like “good life”, values and valuation are 
topics that cross-cut disciplines in the social sciences and humanities and includes fields like 
economics, environmental studies, sociology, anthropology, philosophy, education studies, social 
work, and literary studies. They were thus well-suited to provide connective concepts between the 
work presented by the various disciplines participating in the workshop.  

The Isfahan workshop was scheduled to last six days, including a mixture of research-focused 
sessions and opportunities to engage in intercultural dialog as well as professional networking. 
Sessions during the first two days concentrated on discussing the work on values and valuation done 
during the months since the Frankfurt workshop. The four working groups were comprised of four to 
six papers, half authored by German and half by Iranian participants, discussed over the course of 
two days in sessions chaired by one German and one Iranian faculty member. The working groups 
were formed by the workshop organizers and project coordinators by thematically clustering the 
papers according to the specific contexts values and valuation were being examined. The resulting 
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groups included: Working Group 1 “Education and Culture”, Working Group 2 “Religion and Charity 
Organizations”, Working Group 3 “Economy and Culture”, and Working Group 4 “Ethics and 
Morality”. The task of all working groups was to provide insights into how values contribute to the 
creation of resources and the pursuit of the good life as well as how values come to be considered as 
such (valuation).  

Yet, rather than presenting and discussing papers, as is the conventional workshop format, 
participants were asked to submit their papers to online working group spaces one month before the 
meeting in Iran. Papers were then circulated among all members of a working group; each paper was 
commented by all other members, and paper authors then also prepared written replies to these 
comments. Working group leaders were subsequently asked to aggregate the most important points 
of exchange and use these to structure the agenda for the substantive work during the face-to-face 
sessions in Iran. Working group meetings therefore began with short statements by the paper 
authors. These highlighted what they considered to be the most important contribution of their 
papers to the discussion of values and valuation with regards to resources and good life as a result of 
the process of comment and reply prior to the meeting. From there discussions of the relevant 
empirical material continued, structured by the thematic agenda set by the working group leaders. 
This approach encouraged workshop participants to push beyond their existing work, to refrain from 
simply rehashing their papers, and to begin engaging in collaborative and creative thinking about 
how their own empirical material and research insights spoke to those of others in the working 
group. This format allowed ample time for truly productive work towards new insights rather than 
just presenting preformulated results.  

The discussions in the working groups and plenary sessions during the first two days of the workshop 
were useful in clarifying the analytical concepts resources, resource complex and resource culture 
and in sharpening the analyses of the empirical material presented. Trying to maintain the distinction 
between resources and values presented more of a challenge and it became clear that conceptual 
refinement is needed in this regard. In the course of discussions the importance of examining 
“negative cases” in trying to empirically grasp conceptions of the good life and resources was 
highlighted; focusing on how people engage with challenges and difficult realities (“the bad life” and 
its hurdles) provide an additional perspective on underlying, often implicit understandings of good 
life and values. Moreover, because we often begin to value that which is difficult to attain or things 
that are disappearing from existence, focus on “negative cases” provide a good point of entry into 
studying processes of valuation. Moreover, the latter entail an emotional dimension. Our judgments 
of what is good or bad, important or not, are inseparable from emotional responses, which makes 
sense of the difficulties in “rationally” negotiating value conflicts. The focus on good life, values and 
valuation proved to be so fruitful that participants wished to continue working along these lines. The 
topic “living well” would permit continued work on “good life” and values while presenting the 
opportunity to open the perspective to the practical, dynamic and (emotionally laden) conflict-ridden 
aspects of “good life”.  

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 at 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 
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particpant’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 third, fourth and fifth days of the workshop provided an opportunity to discuss issues of 
methodology. At the previous workshop in Frankfurt Iranian participants wished to know more about 
anthropological approaches to field work and how these compared with sociological approaches or 
methodologies in other disciplines, especially literary studies. Moreover, there was interest in 
experiencing field work under the guidance of experienced ethnographers. The Tuesday session 
therefore began the three-day long “methods module” with four introductory lectures held by 
anthropologists with extensive field research experience. The first lecture “Network Analysis: 
Method and Data Tool” discussed network analysis as a specific approach to generating data during 
field work as well as providing tools to analyze that data, not unlike the way the genealogical method 
and kinship theory can also work to structure field work as well as analyze data. The second lecture 
spoke more generally about ethnographic fieldwork as a methodological approach, focusing on “The 
Heuristics and Practice of Ethnographic Research”. The third talk dealt with “Being an Anthropologist 
at Home” and highlighted the specificities of doing ethnographic research in your own culture, a 
topic with which many Iranian participants could identify since all had been doing work on topics 
grounded in their own social and cultural context. The last lecture, “Talk to Me! Interview Techniques 
and Ethical Considerations” focused on the practice of doing field work, especially on conducting 
interviews. Not only did the lecture provide many concrete insights into how field work is done, 
including issues of self-presentation of the researcher, establishing rapport, structuring interview 
situations to optimize data production, etc., but also discussed the ethical considerations that must 
be dealt with in the field situation.  

On the following, fourth day, workshop participants divided into small groups of at most three 
persons, each under the guidance of an experienced ethnographer. Field sites were selected by 
Iranian junior researchers, who also conceptualized introductions to these field sites, explaining why 
these were important to the study of culture/society in Iran as well as briefing participants on 
important rules of behavior during the field visit. These junior researchers then guided the excursion, 
while experienced ethnographers (from the Goethe-University Frankfurt) demonstrated how they 
would enter the field, approach potential informants, open discussion with informants and begin to 
“collect data”. The group participants were then instructed to follow suit. The field sites visited 
included a Moludi-khani ceremony in a private home (open only to women participants), the 
Armenian quarter Jolfa, City Center Shopping Mall, the Isfahan Friday mosque and a local “nature 
school” run by members of an environmental NGO. Each site was selected to highlight some 
important aspect of Iranian and Isfahani life, thus providing not only sites to practice fieldwork and 
an opportunity to compare methodologies between disciplines, but also sites to gain glimpses of 
Persian culture and society outside the tourist bubble.  

The fifth day o was spent in working groups discussing the field experiences from the previous day as 
well as aggregating and analyzing the data collected. For those unfamiliar with field work as method 
(the more junior anthropologists who had not yet undertaken their own fieldwork and those 
participants from other disciplines), this provided detailed insights into how knowledge production in 
anthropology and sociology work, particularly how scientific “knowledge” is gained from the 
unstructured, seemingly mundane field experiences that often do not seem terribly scientifically 
relevant. Between anthropologists and sociologists discussions arose regarding the subtle 
differences, but also similarities, between the two fields in doing field work and generating data from 
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it. For all it was a unique experience to reflect on the nuts and bolts of anthropological knowledge 
production, a process that is often not discussed in detail, much less experienced collectively. 
Particularly interesting to all were the differing observations among individuals in the field as well as 
the interpretations of those observations. The value of Iranian-German field tandems (so tandems of 
one “insider” and one “outsider”) also was discussed. Although the three days were a rich experience 
in the self-critical reflection on anthropological methodology, participants did regret that the 
particular constellation meant that German scholars, who were mostly anthropologists, were sharing 
their methodological expertise and that Iranian researchers had not been able to present their own 
methods. In the plenary discussion of the “methods module” it was therefore agreed that future 
exchanges would need to better integrate the methodological expertise of Iranian project 
participants. 

On Friday, the final day of the workshop, the sessions were dedicated to identifying themes for 
future collaboration. All agreed that a second round of funding (twenty-four months) would be 
desirable. Iranian faculty members presented what in their view were important topics on their 
research agendas. Issues such a migration, new forms of sexuality, invented rituals such as teething 
and potty parties featured prominently. German participants expressed their own interest in 
emergent or alternative conceptions of good life, such as those manifest in alternative lifestyles and 
new social practices (such as rituals). Moreover, all found “good life (buen vivir)” to be a highly 
fruitful focus that ought to be retained. It allows for the study of culture and society from a dynamic, 
non-essentialist perspective, providing an empirically applicable framework that also draws attention 
to emergent forms of socio-cultural life. The suggestion that a shift in focus from “good life” to living 
well, would have the added value of drawing more attention to the practices of good life, to its 
mutability and historicity as well as to the potential for conflict that the pursuit of the good life 
certainly entails.  

Reflecting on the methods module during the final session also opened a discussion on the 
difficulties Iranian scholars had faced in publishing their works in international contexts. Here, there 
was great desire to address this problem, perhaps in the format of a “research incubator”, in which 
participants could critically examine their works in progress and in dialog with the managing editor of 
a scientific journal and colleagues who have already successfully published internationally improve 
their articles. The value of such a format for Iranian researchers as well as German junior researchers 
was evident. At the close of the session participants agreed on a time frame for the preparation of a 
follow-up application for funding to the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). They also 
agreed to circulate any additional opportunities for funding. German faculty members and the 
project coordinator agreed by March/April 2019 to aggregate the input from the final session and to 
produce a concept paper suggesting a theme and project formats as the starting point of the 
collaborative drafting of the DAAD application for funding.  

Last but certainly not least, the Friday workshop session provided the opportunity for participants to 
provide feedback on the workshop specifically and the project in general. Junior researchers and 
students emphasized that their participation in the project had provided valuable experience of 
“doing science” in the social sciences and humanities and that they had also greatly profited from the 
intercultural exchange made possible during the workshop that foresaw plenty of time for free 
discussion in small group contexts, but also during the after-session activities. Like in Frankfurt, all 
appreciated the intensive support they had received from participating faculty members as well as 
from the project coordinator and regional expert in further developing their work. PhD candidates 
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and postdocs valued the opportunity to share their work and discuss it at a level of detail not 
possible in most academic formats. Moreover, several made use of the opportunity to network with 
colleagues, planning future joint publications or research projects. Overall, it was concluded that the 
past twelve months of collaboration had laid solid foundations for constructive and candid working 
relationships and had identified numerous research areas where future collaboration would be 
possible. The personal and professional relationships formed during this time have certainly laid the 
foundation for friendly and constructive partnerships that will hopefully be deepened in a follow-up 
project.  


