Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies in the Humanities, 17(2), 63-100, Spring 2025

Aflaki Sooreshjani, M., & Zokaei, M.S. (2025). The meaning of desert; A duoethnography in
Iranian entrepreneurship. Interdisciplinary Studies in the Humanities, 17(2), 63-100. doi:
10.22035/is1h.2025.5267.5006

https://doi.org/10.22035/isih.2025.5267.5006 URL: https://www.isih.ir/article_515.html

2008-4641 / © The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper

The meaning of desert; A duoethnography in Iranian
entrepreneurship
Milad Aflaki Sooreshjani'*, Mohammad Saeid Zokaei >
Received: Nov.23,2024; Accepted: Mar. 5,2025

ABSTRACT

Desert and merit are always related to social and natural talents and assets. Each person or
organization is morally permitted to benefit from its reserves and capacities from the
standpoint that justifies and grants deserve. However, an opposing viewpoint claims that
one should benefit from each other's good in a well-ordered society. Rejecting or accepting
moral desert in the entrepreneurial environment drives distinct economics and cultural
behaviors. As such, the idea of the moral desert is reflected by the behavior of the human
resources department of entrepreneurial organizations, the logic of profit, and the
distribution of resources. This research aimed to investigate and describe the viewpoints of
several actors of the entrepreneurship ecosystem on desert-related issues using the
duoethnographic method. These empirical data indicated that the justice concept is often
understood, described, and reproduced in meritocratic and libertarian frameworks within
the culture of the Iranian startup ecosystem. In this field, the insights of communitarians
and theoreticians of liberal equality and deontological liberalism do not have a compelling
future. The rethinking and doubts expressed by the parties involved in the research indicated
that there is not a significant diversity of opinions on justice in this ecosystem, and there
are also challenges to the settlement of justice as a remedial virtue.
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INTRODUCTION

This research aimed to present a description of the perception of moral desert and to
investigate the intersubjective aspects of the desert and merit using a sociological
approach, in the entrepreneurship ecosystem and Iranian startup culture. Desert is
reflected by the method of resource distribution, the type of organizational action,
and the policy of the human resources department. Desert is a controversial concept,
with a historically diverse theoretical background. According to one approach, the
market has an effective role in defining meritorious people and generating welfare
for personal benefit. Meanwhile, meritorious individuals deserve to benefit from their
potential. From another approach, considering the randomness of talent distribution
and social assets, desert is not significant. In any case, accepting either of the
approaches provides legitimacy and moral support to a special form of work and
evidently represents its expenses and consequences. As such, the goal of the study is
to understand the concept of desert among entrepreneurship ecosystem actors and the
forms of economic conduct they endorse.

METHODOLOGY

Data were collected through duoethnography, semi-structured interviews with
entrepreneurship ecosystem actors and selected startup founders, as well as
observation at the workplace, conferences, and events. Duoethnography has been
employed in this study as a method for investigating the understanding of desert since
it is effective in the critique and investigation of “epistemological construct”, and
offers a critical framework (Sawyer & Norris,2013). In conversational
duoethnography, researchers and participants assessed their assumptions about a
social issue through dialogue. In this method, participants’ experiences and
awareness about the subject were discussed while trust was established between
involved parties. Through this conversational duoethngraphy, the opinions and
experiences of two individuals from the entrepreneurs’ organization were
simultaneously assessed. The topic of conversation was desert. Discussions focused
on experiences, meanings, and perspectives related to the concepts of fairness in
economic activity, endowments, and the challenges of meritocracy, behavior toward
workers, and organizational experiences, the culture of the Iranian startup ecosystem,
the role of culture and personal effort and will in shaping life outcomes and poverty,
responsibilities, equity of opportunity, the relationship between the free market and
desert, the impact of capitals and personal assets on business success, and other
related concepts. The participants of the conversation included managers and staff of
companies based in Pardis Technology Park, some of the HR of the organization and
startup in Sharif Innovation Station and Jobfair, as well as actors of the
entrepreneurship ecosystem including CEO, founders, mentors, and investors.



FINDINGS

Our Qualitative data indicate that justice is mainly understood, articulated, and
reproduced within the meritocratic and libertarian frameworks in the culture of the
Iranian entrepreneurial and startup ecosystem. At one of the organizations included
in the research, the main challenge of dissatisfied groups is rewarding staff based on
their merit, a reward that must carry both economic and honorary value, even though
cohesion, empathy, and a form of equity among employees were previously
prioritized. From this perspective, a successful organization is considered a “moving
bus” where the primary goal is maintaining the business. In this context, a benevolent
and equity-oriented approach aimed at growth and benefiting others is a disruption
to business progress. The discipline referred to as benevolent is not aligned with
valuing talents and respecting individual identities, instead, it raises a sense of
injustice. Responsibility for the welfare of underprivileged individuals is shifted
outside of the startup organization, instead in the domain of the government.
Meanwhile, the solid classification of desert amplifies competition for displaying
talent. This has caused some individuals to experience stress over not performing as
intelligently as deserving peers, leading to a loss of self-confidence. In some
discussions, the participant linked the desert structure to identity aligning with
libertarians’ defense of human identity, autonomy, and ownership of one's talent. In
such a setting, desert is prioritized over fairness, and individuals deserve any form of
moral exchange within the free market of talents.

Throughout this research, the belief that individuals are responsible for their own
poverty and life standards was a prominent theme. In some instances, poverty was
linked to failures in fostering talent. In such cases, acknowledging that talent exists
in all individuals legitimizes benefiting from resources. Throughout the conversation,
there was little evidence of a visionary approach among new organizations to redefine
profit or actively engage in the distribution of resources and opportunities in society.
Sometimes, social responsibility appeared less prominently within the strategic
agenda of organizations. According to this view, there is no option for deontological
liberalism. The underestimating of social responsibility reminds communitarian
standpoints about “social dislocation”.

The meritocracy is regarded and confirmed as an alternative to the memory of
traditional work structure. The dark side of meritocracy is linked to challenges in
merit evaluation in the organization while social consequences are overlooked.
According to some entrepreneurship ecosystem actors, adjustments to the libertarian
approach do not equate to an endorsement of deontological liberalism or
communitarian standpoints; rather, meritocracy is regarded in association with equal
opportunity. From this perspective, the startup ecosystem is efficient in meeting this
expectation. In some cases, emerging doubts indicate that new discourses reshape
firm ideas, and individuals are consciously flexible about justice.
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CONCLUSION

A sociological understanding of desert and merit complexity in the Iranian
entrepreneurial ecosystem requires emphasizing conversations, experiences, the
lifestyle and work pattern, and personal narratives in this field. In most conversations
within this duoethnography, across diverse levels, moral desert is determined by
considering individual potential and market play the main role in valuing talent. From
this perspective, the desert-oriented approach promotes progress, while constraints
on desert limit economic dynamism. Within the setting of the lIranian startup
ecosystem culture and its current mechanisms, what is occasionally considered
desirable tends toward a form of meritocracy and exclusivity. As Michael Walzer
raises concerns, this status is vulnerable to the superiority of wealth and corporate
structures (Walzer,2015,b), even with a democratic appearance.

Within the scope of this research, the participants have a less critical perspective
on desert, luck in natural and social resources, and the different starting points of
individuals in economic activities. However, they occasionally revise their perception
of justice. That said, the current startup ecosystem, despite its potential, lacks
diversity of views on justice. Currently, the concept of “moral desert” that Rawls
rejects is a highly respected and valid concern in the lIranian entrepreneurial
ecosystem, while doubts regarding desert social aspects represent a weak,
marginalized, and low-confident voice.

NOVELTY

This qualitative research applies a duoethnographic method to describe the
understanding of desert among entrepreneurial actors and employees within Iranian
startup organizations. Using a sociological approach, this study challenges the moral
support of work and employment, an individualistic perspective on talent, resource
utilization, and the principle of personal responsibility.
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