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Abstract

This qualitative study explores the lived experiences of ghost authors operat-
ing within Iran’s higher education system, using a grounded theory approach.
Based on in-depth interviews with 12 academic ghost authors, the findings
reveal that this phenomenon is not merely an individual or opportunistic act
but rather the outcome of structural inequalities in the academic labor market,
dysfunctional publishing systems, and lack of institutional support. The study
identifies five major categories: causal conditions (such as academic precarity
and unregulated publication practices), contextual factors (including the invis-
ible structures of knowledge production), intervening conditions (like institu-
tional norms and economic pressures), strategic responses (such as negotiation
with clients, identity concealment, and resistance or adaptation), and conse-
quences, particularly symbolic exclusion and identity fragmentation. These
individuals possess high levels of cultural capital but are deprived of symbolic
capital and institutional legitimacy. Drawing on theoretical perspectives from
Bourdieu and Marx, the study frames ghost authorship as a form of invisible
intellectual labor, reflecting broader processes of academic commodification,
symbolic injustice, and institutional hypocrisy. Ultimately, this research calls
for critical policy reform to recognize and address this hidden yet essential
layer of knowledge production in academia.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The phenomenon of ghostwriting within Iran’s higher education system refers to
a condition wherein an individual, termed a ghost writer, produces scientific texts
including articles, theses, and books on behalf of another person, yet their name
does not appear on the work. As a result, the resulting academic credit accrues
solely to the client. Although public discourse often reduces this practice to aca-
demic fraud or a mere ethical transgression, this study argues that ghostwriting is
rooted in deeper institutional, economic, and cultural structures. The intensifying
pressure for quantitative output in faculty promotions, evaluation metrics based
on publication counts, the precarious employment conditions of postgraduate de-
gree holders, and the commodification of knowledge have collectively fostered
the growth of a vast hidden market for outsourced scientific production. While
existing literature has predominantly focused on the macro level or the ethical
dimensions of this phenomenon, the lived voices of ghost writers themselves as
the primary agents within this concealed field have remained systematically un-
derexplored. Accordingly, this study aims to achieve a deep understanding of the
lived experience of ghost writers in Iran by identifying the causal and contextual
logics, the strategic responses, and the existential consequences facing these mar-
ginalized agents within the academic system.

2. Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative approach employing the grounded theory
methodology as developed by Strauss and Corbin. Participants comprised twelve
active ghost writers operating within the informal market of scientific text produc-
tion in Iran. All of them held postgraduate degrees at the master’s or doctoral level
and had completed at least two commissioned writing assignments under anoth-
er person’s name. Sampling began purposefully and continued through snowball
sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. Most participants were identi-
fied in and around Engelab Street in Tehran, which serves as the primary hub for
the buying and selling of academic products in the country. Data were collected
through semistructured indepth interviews lasting between thirty and sixty min-
utes. All interviews were recorded with informed consent and transcribed ver-
batim. Data analysis proceeded through three stages of open, axial, and selec-
tive coding. To ensure trustworthiness, member checks, theoretical memos, and
theoretical triangulation through diversity in discipline, gender, and educational
level were employed. The theoretical framework integrated Pierre Bourdieu’s
field theory, specifically the tension between cultural and symbolic capital as a
mechanism for reproducing inequality, with a Marxist approach emphasizing the
alienation of intellectual labor and the commodification of knowledge. Addition-
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Hidden Existences at the University’s Margin

ally, Michel de Certeau’s theory of everyday tactics was drawn upon to analyze
microlevel strategies of resistance and adaptation.

3. Findings

Data analysis yielded eleven main categories and twenty-three subcategories ar-
ranged within a paradigmatic model. The causal conditions comprised five cat-
egories. The first was job and income insecurity among postgraduates, which
included job instability and the failure to find positions relevant to one’s field of
study. The second consisted of dysfunctional structures of the scientific publica-
tion market, including purely quantitative evaluation, a lack of oversight, and a
culture of performative success rather than genuine knowledge production. The
third was opportunistic engagement with demand and commission spaces, which
involved accidental entry into the market, profitability, and the formation of in-
formal referral networks. The fourth was the desire to exercise scienti fic ability
in the absence of formal opportunities, reflecting a need to maintain intellectual
identity and an intrinsic motivation to write. The fifth was the weakness of pro-
fessional institutions and the lack of structural support. The contextual conditions
emerged under the category of invisible structures of knowledge production, en-
compassing the prevalence of informal cycles in the production and reproduc-
tion of scientific texts and the performative separation between academic ethics
and everyday practice. The intervening conditions were identified as institutional,
economic, and academic structures, including dysfunctional promotion systems
and the precarious inequitable labor market for academic elites.

The strategies adopted by participants manifested in three main categories. The
first was the process of interacting with clients, which involved relationships built
on trust, skill, and referrals alongside negotiation and boundary setting regarding
tasks. The second was resistance and adaptation, ranging from efforts to make one-
self visible and alter one’s position to accepting circumstances and regulating be-
havior merely to survive. The third consisted of mechanisms for concealing one’s
real identity, including the deliberate erasure of personal stylistic markers from
texts and the use of intermediaries and virtual platforms. The consequences were
predominantly encapsulated in the lived experience of discrimination and symbol-
ic exclusion, encompassing feelings of social isolation, the negation of academ-
ic identity, and experiences of both symbolic and material discrimination within
the university environment. Finally, the core category was identified as the repro-
duction and transformation of the ghost writer’s position within Iran’s scientific
structure. This core category reveals that the ghost writer’s position is not static or
isolated. Rather, it is a dynamic liminal process shaped by the dialectical interplay
of causal conditions, contexts, intervening factors, strategies, and consequences,
forming a vicious cycle that simultaneously reproduces these actors at the margins
of knowledge and power while occasionally allowing for their transformation.
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4. Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that ghostwriting in Iran is neither a purely individual
act nor a simple moral lapse. Instead, it systematically reflects structural inequal-
ities, the commodification of knowledge, and the widening gap between cultural
and symbolic capital within the academic field. From a Bourdieusian perspec-
tive, ghost writers possess substantial cultural capital including writing skills and
research abilities but lack the symbolic capital of institutional recognition and
formal position necessary to claim authorship of their own intellectual products.
Consequently, they are compelled to surrender their work to others who possess
the requisite institutional legitimacy. Through a Marxist lens, ghost writers exem-
plify invisible intellectual laborers. They produce surplus value in the form of sci-
entific texts yet are alienated from the fruits of their labor, including promotions,
prestige, and career opportunities, which are appropriated by symbolic capitalists,
namely the commissioning clients. Moreover, a Foucauldian reading of the death
of the author illuminates how academic discourse systematically erases the gen-
uine producer of knowledge, transforming authorship into a mechanism for the
exercise of symbolic power.

Crucially, however, participants are not passive victims. Through microlevel tac-
tics such as adapting their writing style to mimic the client, strategic negotiation,
selective concealment, and occasional soft resistance including publishing under
their own name when possible, they exercise agency within constraining struc-
tures. This finding aligns with de Certeau’s concept of everyday tactics, where-
in marginalized subjects navigate dominant orders by appropriating spaces and
employing subtle everyday maneuvers. The study concludes by outlining three
principal policy implications. First, there is a need for a fund amental revision
of academic evaluation systems to replace simplistic quantitative metrics with
qualitative indicators of genuine research value. Second, professional guilds or in-
stitutions should be established to provide legal and social support for ghost writ-
ers, transforming invisible labor into recognizable and protected work. Third, the
employment structure for postgraduates requires reform to prevent their forced
entry into gray markets of knowledge production. Limitations include the inher-
ently hidden nature of the phenomenon, which restricted access to a more diverse
sample. Future research should focus systematically on the demand side, namely
the perspectives of commissioning clients, and pursue comparative cross national
studies of ghostwriting as a global academic phenomenon.

Keywords: Ghost Authorship, Higher Education, Symbolic Exclusion Academic
Labor Market, Cultural Capital, Invisible Work, Knowledge Commaodification.
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