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Abstract

This research aims to analyze the process of problem identification and thesis topic
selection in the field of communication sciences at Allameh Tabataba’i and Tehran
Universities. The present research was conducted with a qualitative approach and
using “thematic analysis” as a data classification technique and “discourse analysis” as
a framework for analyzing and interpreting the findings. Data were collected and
analyzed through 15 semi-structured interviews with thesis supervisors in this field.
The findings show that problem-solving is not a purely rational/exploratory process,
but rather an arena of discursive struggle. Students engage in strategies such as “low-
risk,” “social capital,” “fashionability,” and “instrumental rationality.” These actions
take place within a structure shaped by academic norms, institutional/political
constraints, and the mediating role of professors, and are influenced by dominant
discourses such as the political climate and technological developments (such as
artificial intelligence). The consequence of this complex interaction is mainly the
reproduction of “academic routine” and the transformation of the dissertation into a
“bureaucratic task” rather than an opportunity for the production of problem-
oriented knowledge. The discourse analysis of the data shows that the university, as a
Bourdieuian “field”, has fallen into the trap of discourses of power and has lost its
original mission in relation to social issues.
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Introduction and Problem Statement

Academic research, particularly doctoral dissertations, constitutes one of the most
significant arenas of knowledge production in any scientific discipline. Within this
context, the process of problem-finding and topic selection serves as the initial and
determinative point for the orientation of future research. Despite nearly six decades
having passed since the establishment of communication sciences within Iran’s
academic system, this discipline has seldom been the subject of immanent study, and
only a few investigations have examined how research problems take shape within it.
Most previous studies have either confined themselves to statistical descriptions of
scientific outputs or have approached this domain from angles other than the
problem-finding process itself. Therefore, focusing on the University of Tehran and
Allameh Tabataba'i University, the present study seeks to analyze the logic governing
the problem-finding process in doctoral dissertations in communication sciences. The
main research questions are: What forces and discourses are effective in shaping this
process? And how does the selection of dissertation topics occur through the

interaction among the student, the supervisor, and the university structure?

Literature Review

A review of domestic research indicates that most studies conducted on problem-
finding largely belong to fields such as social sciences, culture, information science,
and public policy (e.g., Gholampour Ahangar, 2016; Mirheydari, 2016; Alizad, 2021).
In communication sciences, only an article by Abdollahian (2008) has addressed
problematization in intercultural communication. At the international level, studies
such as those of Boden and Kelly (2018) with a philosophical-Foucauldian approach,
and Egbomwanyi-Bedu (2025) in the context of cybersecurity and artificial
intelligence, have emphasized the importance of problematization. However, no study
has specifically examined the logic of problem-finding in Iran’s communication

sciences.

Theoretical Framework

To analyze the complexities of the problem-finding process, two complementary
theoretical frameworks have been employed: Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of “field,
capital, and habitus” and Michel Foucault’s theory of “power/knowledge.” From
Bourdieu’s perspective, the university is conceptualized as a social field in which
agents (students and professors) compete for various forms of capital (cultural, social,
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symbolic). The choice of dissertation topic is a strategic action shaped, on one hand,
by the student’s habitus (internalized dispositions) and, on the other, by the rules of
the game within the university field. From Foucault’s standpoint, knowledge and
power are intertwined, and what is accepted as “truth” or a “scientific problem” is
constructed by dominant discourses and systems of legitimation enforced by
institutions such as the university. The combination of these two perspectives enables
a simultaneous analysis of structures and agency, as well as the role of power in

knowledge production.

Methodology

This research was conducted using a qualitative approach, employing thematic
analysis (as a data classification technique) and discourse analysis (as an analytical
framework). Data were collected through 15 semi-structured interviews with
supervisors of doctoral dissertations in communication sciences at the University of
Tehran and Allameh Tabatabai University. Purposive sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. After transcription, the interviews were coded in
two stages: first, basic and organizing codes were extracted using thematic analysis;
then, within the framework of Foucauldian discourse analysis, the construction of

meaning, legitimation, and marginalization of topics were interpreted.

Findings

Data analysis revealed that the problem-finding process cannot be understood as a
purely rational-exploratory process; rather, it is an arena of discursive struggle in
which multiple factors and strategies interact. These factors were categorized into five
main themes:

1. Student Agency: Students engage in topic selection with varying motivations and
strategies. The most important strategies are:

- Risk avoidance: Selecting simple, repetitive, and non-controversial topics to pass
quickly through the dissertation stage.

- Social capital: Orienting toward influential professors with power in the faculty
council to facilitate topic approval.

- Faddishness: Following hegemonic and trendy topics (e.g., artificial intelligence,
social networks) that possess immediate legitimacy.

- Instrumental rationality: Choosing a topic based on cost-benefit calculation and
future gains (career prospects, faculty recruitment).



- Symbolic distinction: Seeking novel and unique topics to acquire scientific prestige.

- Imitation and copying: Using previous theses with minor modifications.

2. University Structures: The role of professors as scientific gatekeepers, defining the
boundary between “social problem” and “research problem,” the imposition of
institutional and political constraints (red lines), as well as the standards and priorities
of each university, are among the factors that delineate the range of “researchable”
topics.

3. Agency-Structure Interaction: Students sometimes circumvent constraints through
strategies such as “conceptual masking” (translating critical language into an
acceptable register), while professors play a mediating role in the scientific refinement
and socialization of students.

4. Contextual Factors: The political and social climate (e.g., periods of opening or
contraction) and technological developments (e.g., the emergence of artificial
intelligence), as dominant discourses, influence the orientation of research.

5. Consequences: The interaction of these factors results in the dominance of
“academic routinization” and the transformation of the dissertation into a
“bureaucratic task.” Thematic dispersion, lack of innovation, and the disconnection of
research from real societal problems are among the other consequences of this

situation.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that the logic of problem-finding in Iran’s
communication sciences is shaped not by scientific curiosity or the resolution of social
problems, but rather by power discourses, instrumental rationality, and institutional
discipline. The university, as a Bourdieusian field, has become trapped in the
reproduction of power relations and the production of docile subjects, thereby losing
its primary mission of problem-oriented knowledge production. The discourse of the
market and capital has marginalized the authentic discourse of scientism, and
strategies of survival and individual self-interest have supplanted collective ideals. So
long as these discursive structures remain unchallenged and new dialogical spaces for
posing fundamental questions are not created, the gap between the university and the
needs of society and governance will only widen. This research emphasizes the
necessity of rethinking educational and research practices and establishing a balance

between structural imperatives and scientific creativity.
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