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This study investigates how Iranian Studies and archaeology in Iran have
been shaped and sustained through political, cultural, and administrative
transformations over the past century. Although both fields have a long
scholarly history, their institutional formation has received limited systematic
analysis. The main question is: Through what mechanisms have formal
institutions contributed to the emergence, consolidation, and continuity of
these two discourses in Iran? Using Michel Foucault’s genealogical approach,
with attention to discontinuities, key events, and power—knowledge relations,
the research reconstructs the historical process through which official
institutions in these fields were established. The findings show that
archaeology has followed a relatively coherent path of institutionalization
since the early twentieth century—beginning with the 1900 concession, the
establishment of the Society for National Heritage of Iran, the Antiquities
Law, the creation of the Office of Antiquities and later the Directorate-
General of Archaeology, and ultimately the formation of the Iranian Cultural
Heritage Organization. By defining professional standards, creating
administrative frameworks, and consolidating archaeology as an academic
discipline, these institutions shaped the ‘“regime of truth” governing
archaeological discourse. In contrast, Iranian Studies lacked cohesive
administrative and educational institutions until the founding of the
Foundation for Iranian Studies. For decades, the field depended on scattered
and individual scholarly efforts rather than structured institutional support.
This gap delayed and limited the institutionalization of the Iranian Studies
discourse, and both the academic discipline and its foundational institution
continue to face structural challenges. The comparative analysis demonstrates
that differences in power structures, administrative backing, and educational
infrastructures explain the stronger institutional position of archaeology
relative to Iranian Studies. Overall, the study concludes that scientific
discourses cannot stabilize without formal institutions, and that the interplay
of power, knowledge, and institution has shaped the developmental
trajectories of both fields.

1. Introduction

modes of understanding Iran’s past, but have

Studies in Iranian Studies and archaeology over the
past century have undergone fundamental
transformations alongside the country’s political
and cultural changes. These two epistemic fields
have not only played a central role in shaping

also—through their incorporation into formal
administrative and educational institutions—
contributed to organizing the regime of knowledge
and power in contemporary Iran. Despite their
significance, however, the historical process of the
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formation of formal institutions associated with
these fields has received limited attention in
scholarly research. Most existing studies either
offer general historiographies of archaeology and
Iranian Studies or focus on their scholarly
achievements. As a result, the explanation of how
these discourses were formed, the discontinuities
they experienced, their institutional
transformations, and the power relations
underlying them remains a major gap in the
literature.

Classical works—such as Iraj Afshar’s fivefold
periodization of Iranian Studies—while useful in
outlining the historical trajectory of Iranian
scholarship, largely neglect institutional analysis
and the examination of how these studies became
“formal institutions.” Similarly, research on the
history of archaeology has tended to follow a
narrative-centered  approach,  focusing  on
archaeological contracts and the activities of
foreign missions, while paying insufficient
attention to the consequences of the
institutionalization of archaeology within the
country’s  administrative  and  educational
structures. This gap has resulted in an incomplete
and largely non-comparative understanding of how
the two discourses of archaeology and Iranian
Studies were formed and stabilized.

In response to the question of how, and through
which mechanisms, formal institutions of Iranian
Studies and archaeology have contributed to the
formation, consolidation, and continuity of these
two discourses in Iran, the present study seeks to
reconstruct and analyze the process of institutional
formation associated with them. Drawing on a
genealogical approach and focusing on both
rupturing and connecting events, as well as on
power—knowledge relations, this research moves
beyond linear and progressive narratives.
Genealogy emphasizes points of discontinuity,
intersections of forces, and mechanisms that have
enabled the emergence of a field of knowledge or
stabilized it within administrative, educational, and
state institutions.

From this perspective, events such as the 1900
archaeological concession, the establishment of the
Society for National Heritage, the creation of the
Department of Antiquities, the founding of the
archaeology program at the University of Tehran,
and ultimately the formation of the Iranian Studies
Foundation are understood not merely as historical
occurrences, but as institution-building and
discourse-producing constructs that must be
examined in relation to political and cultural
power. Accordingly, the primary aim of this
research is to provide a comparative analysis of the

historical processes through which formal
institutions emerged in the two discourses of
archaeology and Iranian Studies, and to explain the
reasons behind the institutional predominance of
archaeology in Iran in contrast to the delayed and
fragmented development of institutions associated
with Iranian Studies. By analyzing documents,
laws, narratives, and institutional outputs, this
study demonstrates how these two discourses, in
interaction with political structures, state-building
processes, cultural policies, and international
relations, have followed divergent paths of
institutionalization.

2. Research Methodology

The present study, in order to analyze the process
through which formal institutions related to Iranian
Studies and archaeology were constituted, requires
a theoretical framework that moves beyond linear,
evolutionary, and essentialist interpretations of the
progress of knowledge, and instead examines
relations of power, epistemic ruptures, and
institutional mechanisms. Foucault’s concept of
genealogy provides such an approach, as it
conceives historical inquiry not as the
reconstruction of a pure origin, but rather as an
investigation into the “processes through which
assemblages are formed” (Foucault, 2010: 164).
Within this framework, the emergence of
institutions of Iranian Studies and archaeology is
understood not as the outcome of intrinsic
scholarly needs, but as the product of social,
governmental, political, and cultural forces that
made possible the production of a particular form
of knowledge.

3. Discussion

A historical-evolutionary assessment of the
institutions of archaeology and Iranian Studies in
Iran demonstrates that the formation and
transformation of these two fields—contrary to
linear and evolutionary narratives—have been the
product of a network of epistemic ruptures,
political interventions, and power—knowledge
mechanisms. Drawing on a Foucauldian
genealogical approach, this study shows that
archaeology and Iranian  Studies  were
institutionalized not merely in response to
scholarly needs, but through their interaction with
the state, foreign actors, legal frameworks,
bureaucratic  institutions, and identity-based
policies.

In the field of archaeology, the point of
departure for the institutional discourse can be
traced to the exclusive excavation contract of 1900
between the Qajar state and France—a contract that
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transferred not only excavation rights but also the
power to produce and circulate knowledge about
Iran’s past to foreign actors. This situation, often
described as a “period of unawareness,” was
challenged by the Constitutional Revolution and
the emergence of a national sensitivity toward
cultural heritage. Subsequently, the establishment
of the Society for National Heritage (1922) as the
first major institutional rupture enabled a partial
redistribution of power—knowledge relations and a
relative circumvention of the constraints imposed
by the 1900 contract. The enactment of the
Antiquities Law (1930) and the formation of the
General Directorate of Antiquities marked the
moment at which state sovereignty over the past
was institutionalized and knowledge became
integrated into bureaucratic mechanisms. During
the period of André Godard’s administration and
the founding of the National Museum of Iran
(1937), the standardization of methods,
documentation, and  historical ~ narration
transformed archaeology into a disciplined and
institutionally consolidated field. Ultimately, the
establishment of the Cultural Heritage
Organization and the creation of an academic
archaeology program ensured the reproduction and
stabilization of this discourse at administrative,
educational, and national levels.

By contrast, Iranian Studies lacked a coherent
institutional structure until the final decades of the
fourteenth century (SH). For a prolonged period,
activities in this field remained largely individual
and fragmented. Although the Society for National
Heritage played a significant role in expanding the
public discourse of Iranian Studies, it did not result
in the formation of an independent administrative
or educational institution. The institutional turning
point for Iranian Studies occurred with the
establishment of the Iranian Studies Foundation in
1997, which provided the conditions for
consolidating the field as a formal academic
discourse and for developing university-level
education at the postgraduate level.

Overall, a comparative evolutionary analysis of
these two discourses indicates that archaeology
achieved institutional predominance due to its
earlier and more sustained linkage with the state
and bureaucratic structures, whereas Iranian
Studies followed a later, more fragmented, and less
stable trajectory. These findings underscore the
necessity of understanding knowledge as a
historical and institutional construct and highlight
the importance of rethinking the future trajectories
of archaeology and Iranian Studies in Iran.

4. Conclusion
Archaeology and Iranian Studies in Iran have been

constituted not as neutral sets of scholarly
activities, but as powerful and institutionalized
fields. Over more than a century, their identities,
sources of legitimacy, and rules of becoming
“scientific” have undergone ruptures,
displacements, and discursive recombinations.
Within the contexts of colonial forces, Pahlavi
state-building, the bureaucratization of knowledge,
the expansion of the modern university, and post-
revolutionary cultural policies, these two fields
have repeatedly entered new regimes of truth in
which both what could be regarded as truth and
who was authorized to produce it were redefined.
Initially, archaeology and Iranian Studies emerged
within a colonial-Orientalist regime of truth.
Under this regime, authoritative knowledge about
“Iran” was produced not within the country but
outside it, with institutions such as the French
Archaeological Delegation in Susa, European
Orientalist institutes, and Western museums
playing a central role. This condition shaped
approaches to Iran’s past in a non-organic,
instrumental manner focused primarily on the
extraction of raw scientific data.

A subsequent rupture occurred with the
formation of the modern state and the nation-
building project. In the nationalist, state-centered
regime of truth, the ancient past was transformed
into a tool for constructing national identity, and
institutions such as the Society for National
Heritage, the Antiquities Law, and the National
Museum of Iran played decisive roles in producing
official historical narratives. At this stage, the
state—rather than the university—served as the
primary source of legitimacy for archaeological
and Iranian Studies knowledge. This produced a
dual structure: on the one hand, knowledge
production was strengthened; on the other,
knowledge was organized within identity-based
and ideological functions.

The third phase coincided with the
bureaucratization of scientific institutions. The
introduction of administrative structures, standards
of registration and classification, licensing
systems, report writing, and formal education
endowed archaeology in Iran with a disciplinary
configuration. This process generated a new form
of the “archaeologist-subject,” whose body was
disciplined in the excavation field and whose
discourse was regulated within administrative and
academic structures. This was the moment at which
knowledge, in a Foucauldian sense, became
embodied through administrative and educational
institutions.

Later, with the expansion of universities and the
establishment of the Encyclopaedia Islamica
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Foundation and specialized research units, a new
regime of truth emerged that may be described as
professional-academic. In this period, criteria of
truth moved away from a state-centered logic and
were increasingly defined through peer review,
research methodology, academic standards, and
scholarly networks. Nevertheless, the continued
entanglement of knowledge and power in the form
of post-revolutionary cultural policies
demonstrates that the university is not independent
of the “politics of truth,” but rather operates within
a network of state, cultural, and research
institutions.

Overall, “knowledge” in these two fields cannot
be understood apart from “power.” Moreover,
historical-comparative analysis shows that key
moments of rupture—from colonial contracts to
the Antiquities Law, from the establishment of the
university to the formation of Iranian Studies
foundations—are moments in which the power—
knowledge network was reconfigured and the
geometry of the scientific field altered. These
transformations have not only reshaped the
epistemic trajectories of these disciplines, but have

also reorganized Iranian society’s relationship with
its past. Genealogical analysis thus reveals that
knowledge, as a discursive and institutional
construct, is always produced within social and
political forces. Acknowledging this reality
enables a critical rethinking of the future paths of
archaeology and Iranian Studies.

It should be noted that regimes of truth in
Iranian Studies, due to the later formation of its
administrative and scholarly institutions compared
to archaeology, have been more flexible yet less
stable. For this reason, they have consistently been
influenced by cultural institutions and identity-
oriented policymaking bodies. Consequently,
scientific and practical challenges have, on the one
hand, slowed its development, and on the other,
exposed it—given the high level of expectations—
to fundamental critiques. A comparison between
the formation of archaeological discourse and the
institutional and epistemic  fluctuations
accompanying it testifies to the need to allow
Iranian Studies more time to move beyond its
initial stages and to strengthen its intellectual and
philosophical foundations.
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