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The Necessity of Fundamental Transformation in the
Archaeology Education System of Iran

Poorya Khadish'

Abstract

The isolation of Iran’s archaeology education from the global advancements, particularly over
the last few decades, has created a significant gap between our knowledge and international
standards in this field. Despite possessing numerous ancient sites, a large number of eager
students, and a history marked by pivotal developments in human societies, Iran has the po-
tential to become a leading center for archaeology education, fieldwork, and scientific output
on the world stage. However, as this article will demonstrate, Iran’s archaeology is currently
experiencing deep stagnation in both scientific and practical domains, despite an increase
in publications. This regression is particularly evident when compared to neighboring coun-
tries that have achieved socio-political stability and recognized the importance of archaeol-
ogy. Moreover, the lack of effective education on the significance of archaeology for differ-
ent segments of society, especially at pre-university levels, has led to our cultural heritage
becoming vulnerable to be looted, destroyed, and exploited for personal gain. In this article,
we will review the history of archaeology education in Iran, exploring its developments and
setbacks, and analyze the reasons for this stagnation. We will also propose potential solutions
to overcome these challenges. Although we acknowledge that the current impetus for change
may be beyond our control, or that there may be no immediate decision to address this issue,
we believe we have fulfilled our national duty to safeguard our cultural heritage. We remain
hopeful for an opportunity to restore Iran’s rightful place in the global scientific and cultural
community.
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Introduction

The motivation to write this text arose
during and after a rescue excavation at
the Chamshir Dam in Gachsaran City
in the winter of 2022. It was here that
I first realized how few people, like the
originator of the term “rescue exca-
vation,” might witness the betrayal of
their dreams and aspirations encapsu-
lated in a single word. The term “rescue”
might be more appropriately applied to
operations like those at the Abu Simbel
temples in Egypt, while another term
should be coined for the archaeological
activities carried out on the periphery
of Iran’s construction projects.

The decline in the importance and
credibility of archaeology within the
political structure of the government
and Iranian society over the past few
decades can largely be attributed to the
outdated educational system and the
resulting inefficiencies in the executive
organization of archaeology in Iran.
This issue is further compounded by
the varying attitudes and positions of
different specialties and sciences in the
eyes of the government.

The purpose of this text is to exam-
ine the deficiencies that have led to
these conditions and to propose solu-
tions for improving the situation. The
numerous universities and institutions
that currently train archaeologists
play a pivotal role in perpetuating the
stagnation within Iran’s broader field
of archaeology. A comparison of the
planning, management, and scientific
achievements of archaeological proj-
ects in Iran with those in developed
countries reveals significant weakness-
es in the scientific outlook of both grad-

uates and decision-makers in the field.
These issues are deeply rooted in the
traditional model of archaeology edu-
cation in Iran.

An examination of the curriculum
and content of archaeology programs
at the University of Tehran, which have
been replicated at newer educational
centers across the country, highlights
not only a disconnection from contem-
porary global archaeological science
but also from the questions and con-
cerns relevant to Iranian society. What
students learn in these institutions is
often a superficial and outdated under-
standing of art history or, at best, a cur-
sory introduction to a few main branch-
es of archaeology, anthropology, and
interdisciplinary sciences.

A significant consequence of this
weak educational approach is the ne-
glect of archaeology and cultural her-
itage at higher levels of the country’s
administration. This neglect is due to
the lack of capable and expert manag-
ers emerging from academic centers.
This issue is evident in fewer number
of archaeological studies and the mea-
ger budget allocated to cultural heri-
tage compared to other ministries and
agencies. Since the Islamic revolution,
apart from a brief period under the
commendable leadership of Masoud
Azarnoosh, Iranian archaeology has re-
gressed and has yet to achieve the status
it deserves. A comparison of the surge
in the quantity and quality of national
and international archaeological stud-
ies and projects during his tenure with
today’s dire conditions clearly reflects
the government’s shifting perspective
on the importance of archaeology real-



YV

CASPIAN | wlS

izing weaknesses in the management of
this field.

Discussion

The deficiencies in Iran’s educational
system are now manifested in the sci-
entific and practical aspects of archaeo-
logical knowledge in the country. These
issues include weak execution of ar-
chaeological excavations, poor analysis
and interpretation of findings, a lack of
interdisciplinary specialists, difficulties
in utilizing modern scientific resourc-
es due to inadequate English language
proficiency, and inability to engage
with international researchers and sci-
entific institutions. Additionally, there
is a struggle to secure international ed-
ucational and research opportunities
funded by foreign sources, a low qual-
ity of publications compared to global
standards, and significant shortcomings
in managing archaeological administra-
tive organizations in Iran.

It must be admitted that Iran’s ar-
chaeology education is underdevel-
oped, and superficial changes to course
materials cannot transform the outdat-
ed and stagnant structure of this field.
Given these circumstances, the prolif-
eration of archaeology teaching cen-
ters and universities, which annually
promote themselves and guide students
from associate degrees to doctorates,
is nothing more than misleading the
young generation and creating oppor-
tunities for the survival of educational
groups.

Conclusion
Reforming Iran’s archaeology educa-
tion system will require a genuine cul-

tural revolution, not just changes at
the superficial level of the discipline’s
structure and principles. The first step
in this transformation should involve
temporarily closing all current educa-
tional centers for several years to com-
pletely redefine their courses, curric-
ula, and teaching staff. Removing art
history from archaeology courses and
establishing it as a separate field with
specialized instructors is another nec-
essary step in modernizing archaeolo-
gy education. Therefore, it is suggested
that several leading universities, by at-
tracting prominent professors, special-
ize in teaching specific courses.

In addition to mastering modern re-
search and teaching methods, instruc-
tors in historical and Islamic courses
should be able to read and analyze texts
related to their specialized sub-fields,
such as seals and numismatics, met-
alwork, pottery, architecture, religion,
and political history. They should also
acquire the necessary knowledge and
expertise in social and ethnoarchaeol-
ogy.

Two approaches can be considered
for developing the human resources
needed for these specialties, though
providing the necessary laboratory
and technical facilities and infrastruc-
ture for graduates in these fields will
undoubtedly be costly and sometimes
challenging.

The first approach is to recruit
prominent international lecturers to
train a select number of distinguished
students in the specialized branches
and sub-branches of archaeology at
various levels. This method would lead
to the localization of many specialties
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related to archaeological studies. How-
ever, a major challenge is students’
ability to grasp educational concepts
in an international scientific language.
Therefore, intensive English language
courses should be offered before and
during specialized training.

The second approach involves send-
ing a number of students to internation-
ally recognized educational centers to
acquire the specializations needed for
archaeological studies. In this regard,
graduates from related fields could also
be considered. For example, graduates
in plant and animal biology could be
suitable candidates for studying archae-
obotany and archaezoology.

Regarding public education about
archaeology, it is crucial to engage the
new generation, who have the potential
to influence societal attitudes towards
cultural heritage. Thanks to socio-cul-
tural developments in recent decades,

this generation has become increas-
ingly effective in shaping the mentality
and knowledge of family members and,
more broadly, public opinion. Their ca-
pacity should be leveraged to reshape
views on the importance of archaeology
and transform how people interact with
historical-cultural artifacts. Introduc-
ing archaeology concepts into school
curricula, organizing visits to archaeo-
logical sites, and practicing excavation
in the form of pseudo-archaeology can
effectively change societal attitudes
towards cultural heritage. These initia-
tives could also inspire the new gen-
eration to pursue archaeology at the
university level. For older age groups,
experiential education courses and
more engaging media tools, such as sci-
entific documentaries, can be effective
in raising public awareness and shaping
attitudes towards archaeology and its
significance.
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Fig. 1. Standard Process of an Acceptable Scientific Reaserch
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Fig. 2. Some Professional Studies on Ancient Pottery
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Fig. 3. Selected Professional Studies on Human Skeletal
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Fig. 4. Archaeometalography
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Fig. 5. Osteoarcheology
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Fig. 6. Paleopathology
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Fig. 7. Archaeobotany
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