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ABSTRACT

The central question of this paper is to investigate the historical conditions that enabled the
emergence and formation of the discourse surrounding "Tranian civilization." In other
words, what specific historical circumstances could facilitate the emergence of this
particular form of discursive narrative (as opposed to others), and through which
accumulations and concentrations of discourse has this new discursive system been
produced and sustained up to the present moment? In this regard, the issue will be
examined as an initial moment in the birth and development of discursive narratives (zero
degree), focusing on the organizing cores of the knowledge-power system that led to the
establishment of the theoretical foundations of "Tranian civilization." This analysis will be
framed within Michel Foucault's archaeological methodology. By identifying and analyzing
this zero-degree discourse, the initial and homogeneous moments of this narrative can be
revealed, which are characterized by a lack of differentiation. This approach is reminiscent
of Foucault's methodology in History of Madness. Following this process, a new discursive
order emerges as a direct result of the accumulation and concentration of propositions
surrounding this discourse. Specifically, this accumulation pertains to racially charged
[Aryan], anti-Arab, and antiquarian propositions that emphasize a longing for a return to
the lost grandeur and magnificence of ancient Iran as central signifiers within the discourse
of "Iranian civilization. The concentration of these propositions around the narrative has
generated a new discursive order that did not exist at zero degree. This discursive order is
characterized by a dualistic formulation of Aryan [Iranian] and Semitic [Arab] as the
theoretical foundation for Iranian civilization, thereby laying the groundwork for the
emergence of this narrative. Prior to the emergence and hegemonization of Aryan
nationalist and anti-Arab discourses—dominant within Iranian romantic nationalism that
mourned for lost greatness—such a discursive order based on an Aryan-Semite dichotomy
did not exist. This dichotomy later became established as a theoretical foundation for
“Iranian civilization," specifically within contemporary narratives about Iranian civilization.
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INTRODUCTION

The present study adopts a Foucauldian genealogical approach. Genealogy is a
historical method that focuses on studying the processes of the formation,
transformation, and change of discourses. According to Foucault, discourses not only
reflect reality but also play a decisive role in shaping socio-political realities. The
primary objective of this research is to examine the formation, transformation, and
reproduction of the discourse of “Iranian civilization" with a particular focus on
historical and cultural factors from a genealogical perspective. The central argument
of this article is that the concept of “Iranian civilization" as a discourse is not a product
of ancient history rather a result of modern historiography and new representations.
This discourse has emerged from narratives such as Persian ethno-nationalism,
Arabophobia, and racial ideologies, with the Aryan-Semitic dichotomy playing a key
role in its formation—a dichotomy that has appeared in contemporary
historiography and has become a dominant discourse. According to the genealogical
approach, the truth or falsity of propositions is not the focus of examination. Instead,
the analysis concentrates on identifying identity conflicts and the discourses that are
being reproduced in the "present history." These identity conflicts—especially in the
forms of Persian ethno-nationalist and racial ideologies—are not merely historical
phenomena but rather the product of interactions between "prehistory” and "present
history."

From this perspective, the narrative of Iranian civilization is the product of
contemporary interactions with power, knowledge, and identity conflicts, and it is
reinforced through the Foucauldian processes of power-knowledge. As Foucault
describes, power produces pleasure through discourses and knowledge, thereby
strengthening the process of the formation of these discourses (see Milner &
Brauworth, 2017). Therefore, the discursive narrative of "Iranian civilization” does
not merely reflect ancient history but is a product of contemporary social and political
processes and conflicts, persisting in the daily lives of contemporary Iranians.

METHODOLOGY

The present research analyzes the idea of "Iranian civilization" and the process of its
discursive formation by examining a concept situated in a state of "zero-degree,” a
concept introduced by Foucault in Madness and Civilization and refers to a stage
where initial boundaries have not yet been fully established and concepts such as
reason and madness are intertwined and unified (see Foucault, 1997). As such, the
primary aim here is to analyze key discourses such as "Arabophobic,” "Persian ethno-
nationalist," and "Aryan-believing" narratives in Iranian historiography. These
discourses act as central signifiers in the narrative of "Iranian civilization” and are key
factors in the formation and persistence of this discourse. The analysis employs
Foucauldian discourse analysis as its methodological framework, focusing on



identifying the conditions that led to the emergence and configuration of the
discourse of "Iranian civilization" and how this discourse has been shaped through
the accumulation and intersection of these discourses over time. This analytical
approach not only aids in understanding linguistic and discursive mechanisms within
their historical contexts but also addresses the complexities of historical and social
processes that have led to the stabilization of this discursive formation.

FINDINGS
Anti-Arab Discourses as Determining Frameworks of Modern Iranian Civilization

Anti-Arab discourses first reached hegemony within Iranian historiography through
figures such as Mirza Fath Ali Akhundzada and Mirza Agha Khan Kermani during
the Qajar period. Prior to this, such discourses were absent in Iran. These discourses
emphasized hostility toward Arabs as the “Other", particularly in response to the
prevailing identity and its critique (see Kachuyan, 2005, p.90). Although certain
intellectuals during the Reza Shah period, such as Seyyed Hassan Taghizadeh and
Mohammad Ali Foroughi, showed little inclination toward anti-Arab sentiment and
prioritized scientific and civic studies, the ideology of "anti-Arabism" expanded
following World War I, fueled by Iranian nationalism and its emphasis on ancient
Iranian glory as opposed to Islam (see Boroujerdi, 2005, p.46). Anti-Arab discourses
expanded through the works of intellectuals such as Akhundzada and Agha Khan
Kermani and were structurally formed within Iranian society as a discourse. This
narrative aimed to reinforce Iranian national identity by emphasizing ancient pre-
Islamic glory and contrasting it with Arab culture and Islam.

Anti-Arab Discourses and the Discourse on Destruction and Plunder of Sasanian Heritage

Anti-Arab discourses focused on the destruction of Sassanian culture and the
emphasis on “plundering Iranian culture” following the Arab invasion of Iran.
However, analyses such as those by Jane Ralph Garthwaite suggest that despite the
fall of the Sasanians, Iran's political culture and ideas of global rulership were not
destroyed but, in certain cases, reinforced (see Zia-Abrahimi, 2017, p.171). According
to analyses by Nozari and Richard Frye, Iranian culture integrated with Islam and
became enriched rather than destroyed, as it was redefined within Islamic culture (see
Frye, 1988, p.19). Similarly, Zarinkoub emphasizes that Iranian cultural structures
persisted during the Islamic period and that the values and elements of ancient Iran's
culture were preserved and expanded during this era (see Zarinkoub, 1998, p.225).
These views suggest that Iranian civilization was not only present within Islamic
culture but also transferred its civilizational characteristics to other regions of the
Islamic world (Azarang, 2011, p.134).
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The Glory of Sasanian as Theoretical-Civilizational Foundations of Iranian Antiquarian
Discourse

Antiquarian discourse emphasizes the analysis of the glory and grandeur of the
Sasanian Empire as part of the theoretical foundations of Iranian civilization.
According to Pigoluskaya, the Sasanian culture was celebrated for its cultural and
civilizational richness (see Pigoluskaya, 2001, p.240). Touraj Darya'i further argues
that Iranian historiography—especially regarding "ancient Iran"—has been
nationalistic, focusing on the grandeur of the Sasanians and Achaemenid periods in
a manner that contrasts with more neutral analyses (see Darya'i, 2017, p.56). Daryaf,
in his review of this period, notes the emotional and nationalistic inclinations in
historical analysis and writes that many Iranian scholars, driven by national
sentiment, have focused on the grandeur of ancient Iran and the glory of the
Sasanians. These findings indicate underlying discourses embedded within historical
studies of ancient Iran, significantly impacting identity and nationalistic discourses.

Romantic Nationalism: The Discourse of Narrative of Iranian Civilization

Romantic nationalism emerged in Iran through figures such as Akhundzada, Jalal al-
Din Mirza, and Mirza Agha Khan Kermani during the pre-constitutional period,
exerting a major influence on Iranian intellectuals in the first half of the twentieth
century. This movement was grounded in images of the Iranian nation and racial
pride, serving as the ideological foundation for the Pahlavi monarchy and "Aryan
Neo-Achaemenid Nationalism” (see Entekhabian, 2017, p.57). This ideology
combined two core concepts: "love for ancient Iran" and "hatred for Arabs.” From the
mid-nineteenth century onward, with the translation of European historical works
and archaeological discoveries, Iranian attention to the history and ancient past of
their homeland increased. In this context, Adamiyat claims that this interest in the
past was viewed as "a remedy for the pain of historical helplessness (see Adamiyat,
1978, p.119).

Tavakoli Torki (2018), in his analysis, emphasizes the reformation of concepts
such as "Iran" and "nation" through historiography during encounters with India and
Europe. He states that the historical idealization in the works of Jalal al-Din Mirza
Qajar and Mirza Agha Khan Kermani—shaped by ancient and religious texts like
Dastur and Debastan al-Madhab—had inclined toward racial superiority narratives
(see Tavakoli Torki, 2018, p.13; Entekhabian, 2017, p.58).

Romantic Antiquarianism as the Theoretical-Civilizational Foundation of Contemporary Iran

Romantic antiquarianism, as one of the influential movements shaping the
theoretical foundations of Iranian civilization, was proposed by pre-constitutional
intellectuals. This ideology focused on "Iran before Islam" and aimed to create
distinctions between Iranian and Arab civilizations, specifically through the process



of "othering.” Although traces of antiquarianism existed during the Qajar period, this
idea had not yet been solidified within the Aryan-Semitic binary or the "Iranian
civilization" debate. Figures such as Mirza Fath Ali Akhundzada, Mirza Agha Khan
Kermani, and Jalal al-Din Mirza Qajar were among the pioneers of romantic
antiquarianism in Iran, drawing inspiration from ancient texts and Western
Orientalist studies. They presented new perspectives on "the Iranian nation” and
“patriotism” (see Ashraf, 2013, p.26). This approach combined romantic nationalism
and ethnonationalist views, emphasizing Aryan superiority and Iranian identity (see
Entekhabian, 2017, p.57).

Antiquarianism and Countering Backwardness: The Theoretical Foundation of Iranian
Civilization

Fereydoun Adamiyat, through his examination of Mirza Fath Ali Akhundzada's
ideas, emphasized that interest in Iran's ancient history was introduced as "a remedy
to alleviate the pain of backwardness” (Adamiyat, 1970, p.119). This perspective was
based on the belief that revisiting Iran's glorious historical past could address feelings
of national backwardness. Ahmad Ashraf also analyzed this idea, stating that
returning to the study of ancient history and identifying identity through it could save
Iranians from their current state of misery (see Ashraf, 2023, p. 203). Zia-Abrahimi
also proposed returning to "Iranian identity" as a solution to the societal pains
experienced by Iran (see Zia-Abrahimi, 2017, p.169).

Katouzian adds that anti-Arab and antiquarian discourses were constructed
on the idealized glory of ancient Iran as a dreamlike, poetic fantasy. External factors
like Alexander the Great were introduced as causes of Iran's historical defeats (see
Katouzian, 2022). Romantic antiquarianism thus emerged as an ideological
mechanism to counter Iran's historical backwardness, leading to a discourse that
emphasized Iranian civilization, particularly through the binary "pre-Islamic Iran"
versus other civilizations.

Aryanism: From Myth to Contemporary Reality

Aryanism has not only emerged as a historical concept but also as a contemporary
discourse among Iranians, manifesting itself across social, political, and cultural
dimensions. This perspective has been interpreted through historiographies (such as
the works of Akhundzada and Kermani) by emphasizing Aryan myths and utilizing
this discourse to analyze contemporary Iranian events (Eliade, 2005, p.53). Aryanist
historiography has its roots in the discovery of Sanskrit and the Indo-European
concept by European Orientalists. According to Ansari (2012), this notion developed
through Orientalist discourses and linguistic studies (Ansari, 2012, p.13). The Aryan
racial discourse has primarily manifested itself in two dimensions: mythological and
social, and it has been notably employed in Iran’s nationalist historiography.
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Katouzian (2016) asserts that Aryans came to symbolize identity within Iranian
Aryanist discourse starting in the 19% century (Katouzian, 2016, p.35). Furthermore,
Western analyses indicate that the concept of Aryans relates more to linguistic
dimensions—especially Indo-Iranian languages—rather than purely racial attributes
and should be understood in this context (Linton, 1958; Wiesehofer, 1999, p.14).
Analyzing Iran’s Aryanist historiography reveals that from the Alexandrian era
through other historical texts, Aryanist and antiquarian discourses have functioned
as tools for identity and political construction within Iranian history. These
discourses, influenced by European Orientalist perspectives, Iranian antiquarian
theories, and anti-Arab sentiments, have persisted into modern educational and
social texts. Aryanist discourse became a central component of Iranian identity
during the Pahlavi period, significantly impacting the Pahlavi government and its
political and social figures (Katouzian, 2010). Ali-Asghar Hikmat emphasized the
critical role of the Aryan race in achieving national unity and asserted that Reza Shah
paid particular attention to this concept (Hikmat, 1973). Similarly, Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi, in his book Towards a Great Civilization and his cultural policies,
underscored the reconstruction of ancient Iran’s glory, framing Iran’s historical
heritage as part of a universal legacy (Royal Court Documents). Colonel Jahangir
Ghaem-Maghami analyzed the influence of the Pahlavi period’s antiquarian
discourse as it manifested in the national and racial emotions of Iranians, while Ja'far
Shahid, in works like The Fifty Years of the Pahlavi Era, highlighted the importance
of Aryan racial identity and its reproduction in maintaining an antiquarian order
(Ghaem-Maghami, 1979; Shahid, 1976). This discourse was extensively reflected in
the policies and historiography of the Pahlavi period. The emergence of the concept
of "Iranian Civilization" was closely tied to Iran’s social and political changes during
the 19th century. Identity crises and Western colonialism prompted Iranians to
redefine their identity and civilization. This discourse developed as a response to
colonialism and a return to ancient Iran, with the goal of reconstructing national
identity through ancient historiography. The concept of "Iranian civilization" was
shaped by aggregations of concepts such as "Aryanism,” "anti-Arabism,” and
"antiquarianism.” Intellectuals such as Mirza Fathali Akhundzada and Mirza Agha
Khan Kermani emphasized racial distinctions between Aryans and other groups,
particularly Arabs, portraying ancient Iran as a period of cultural glory.

The Aryan-Semitic dualism was established within this discourse, framing Iran as
the heritage of Aryan race and ancient culture, while presenting Islamic Iran’s history
as a period of decline. The Iranian civilization discourse was developed as a new
ideological system, contrasting with Islamic history and opposing previous dominant
narratives. This discourse became consolidated through the accumulation of the
concepts of "Aryan" and "Semitic" in Iranian historiography and served as a core part
of Pahlavi’s cultural and educational policies. Efforts to promote the concept of



Iranian civilization during Mohammad Reza Shah’s reign—especially through events
like the 2,500-year celebration of the monarchy—exemplified this approach. These
celebrations symbolized a return to ancient Iran and reinforced Aryanist discourse,
indirectly legitimizing the Pahlavi regime. The concept of Iranian civilization not
only reproduced ideas of "Aryanism" and "antiquarianism" but also directly opposed
Islamic Iranian history, institutionalizing the Aryan-Semitic dualism within social
and cultural policies under the Pahlavi regime. From a discursive analysis
perspective, this demonstrates that Aryanist ideology functioned as a political tool,
aimed at redefining Iranian identity and legitimizing the Pahlavi regime.

Anti-Arab Discourses as Determinative Frameworks of Modern Iranian Civilization

Anti-Arab discourses first reached hegemony within Iranian historiography through
figures such as Mirza Fath Ali Akhundzada and Mirza Agha Khan Kermani during
the Qajar period. Prior to this, such discourses were absent in Iran. These discourses
emphasized hostility toward Arabs as the "Other" for Iranians, in particular.

CONCLUSION

The conclusion of the present study responds to the central question: What are the
conditions of possibility for the emergence and discursive formation of the idea of
Iranian civilization? and examines the processes of its production and continuity
within Iranian historiography through a Foucauldian discourse analysis approach.

The discourse of Iranian civilization emerged as a complex system of concepts,
propositions, and signifiers within the context of historical, social, and political
transformations. This discourse was theoretically formulated based on the Aryan-
Semitic binary, drawing heavily on racialist propositions, anti-Arab sentiments, and
antiquarianism. It defined Iranian identity in opposition to other civilizations,
particularly Arab and Islamic civilization. The emergence of the discourse of Iranian
civilization is the product of identity conflicts and social crises that shaped various
periods of modern Iranian history. This discourse expanded in the late Qajar period
and during the Pahlavi era, where it became embedded as both a tool of political
policy and a means of historiographical authority in Iran. Foucauldian analysis
reveals that this discourse contributed to the redefinition of Iranian identity through
the reconstruction of history and emphasis on antiquarianism, Aryanism, and anti-
Arabism. It assumed a confrontational stance against other cultures and civilizations,
especially Arab culture. The discursive narrative of Iranian civilization was
constructed through the accumulation of propositions and the Aryan-Semitic binary.
This narrative depicted the Aryans’ superiority over Islamic civilization and Arab
culture, attributing “civilizational decline” to the mixing of cultures with Semitic
influences. From this perspective, ancient Iran became a symbol of cultural glory and
independence, while the Islamic period was represented as a period of cultural and
civilizational decline. The discourse of Iranian civilization did not function solely as
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a historical narrative but also served as a tool for redefining social, cultural, and
political relationships. It acted as a knowledge-power system that solidified Iranian
national identity in opposition to other civilizations and identities. In summary, the
discourse of Iranian civilization emerged in response to identity crises and social
transformations, rooted in antiquarianism and racialist propositions. It engaged in a
conceptual confrontation between Aryan and Semitic-Islamic civilizations, thereby
establishing a new discursive order within Iranian historiography. From a
Foucauldian analytical perspective, this discursive formation represents a
reproduction of power relations and social boundaries through the narrative of Iran’s
history and culture.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this paper lies in its exploration of the historical conditions that led to
the emergence of the discourse on "Iranian civilization," using Michel Foucault's
archaeological methodology. It identifies how racially-charged propositions
emphasizing Aryan identity and anti-Arab sentiment shaped this discourse, which
presents Aryans as successful in civilization-building while attributing decline to
mingling with Semitic races. The study argues that this narrative redefined Iran's
national identity and marginalized alternative narratives based on Islam and Arab
culture. Ultimately, it shows how identity conflicts around the Aryan-Semite
dichotomy have solidified the hegemonic status of the narrative of Iranian civilization
in contemporary historiography.
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