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Abstract

As one of the most crucial epochs in Iranian history, Sasanian society played a
fundamental role in the formation of cultural symbols; however, the function of
"scent" in consolidating rituals and reproducing political power during this era has
remained neglected. Aimed at exploring the symbolic and social functions of
perfume in the Sasanian period, this research employs the theoretical framework of
Michel Foucault's microphysics of power to demonstrate how scent simultaneously
served as an instrument for consolidating religious rites, reproducing the hierarchy
of the royal court, and establishing social boundaries. The research methodology is
descriptive-analytical;. In addressing questions regarding the position of scent in
Sasanian culture and rituals, as well as the role of analyzing olfactory perception in
understanding the social structures and symbolic systems of the period, this study
concludes that perfume was not merely a symbol of social hierarchy, but rather
operated as an active instrument in the reproduction of power, religious legitimacy,
and the formation of collective identity. Consequently, by focusing on the
intersection of scent, rituals, and social hierarchy, the present research highlights the
significance of the politics of scent as a fundamental element in comprehending the
power structure of the Sasanian era.
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Introduction

he senses have long been recognized as key to understanding the cultural and ritual
landscapes of ancient civilizations. Yet among them, smell remains comparatively
understudied, despite its profound impact on religious practices, social structures,
and embodied experience. This study moves beyond a reductionist view of scent as a
purely physiological impression and instead interprets it as a social and political
phenomenon that reveals mechanisms of hierarchy, identity formation, and the
exercise of authority. While previous research has examined aromatic substances,
perfume vessels, and the technical aspects of ancient perfumery, the relationship
between perfumed atmospheres and systems of power has rarely been addressed.

Focusing on the Sasanian period, this research explores the ontological and
political status of scents within its socio-cultural framework. It advances the
hypothesis that scents operated as a “technology of power,” actively shaping class
distinctions and legitimizing royal authority. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s
genealogical method, the study addresses two main questions: (1) What symbolic
and functional roles did scents play in Sasanian rituals and cultural practices? (2)
How can an analysis of olfactory elements deepen our understanding of social
hierarchy and power relations in this period?

Situated within broader scholarship on sensory and cultural history, this research
adopts an interdisciplinary framework. Although previous studies have provided
valuable descriptive and technical data on perfumes and aromatic materials, they
have seldom treated scent as a political instrument. By juxtaposing textual evidence,
archaeological materials, and Foucauldian discourse analysis, this study seeks to

illuminate the political economy of the senses in Sasanian governance.

Materials & Methods

This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach. The corpus consists
of written and material evidence from the Sasanian period, including Pahlavi texts,
later historiographical sources, and archaeological data such as perfume vessels,
reliefs, and coins, as well as laboratory analyses of aromatic substances reported in
previous studies. Data were collected through library and documentary research. In

the analytical phase, Michel Foucault’s genealogical method was employed to move
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beyond a purely descriptive treatment of scents and related artefacts and to uncover
the deeper power relations and ontological meanings embedded in the olfactory
dimension of Sasanian life. Within this framework, scents are interpreted as
components of a broader “technology of power” linked to ritual practices, spatial

organization, and the production of social hierarchies.

Discussion & Results

Despite the methodological challenges posed by fragmented historical sources and
textual discontinuities, the interdisciplinary approach adopted in this study provides
a coherent understanding of the political economy of the body and senses in the
Sasanian era. Through Foucauldian discourse analysis, this research demonstrates
that olfactory elements played a crucial strategic role in constructing identity,
producing compliant subjects, and operationalizing biopower. Examining scent not
merely as an aesthetic or ritual component but as a vehicle of authority offers a new
perspective on the power-knowledge nexus in ancient Iran, reframing history as a
field of competing truth regimes rather than a linear sequence of events.

Moreover, the study highlights the need for further research on the political
economy of perfume, inter-civilizational olfactory exchanges, and the comparative
study of sensory politics across ancient cultures. Future inquiries into trade
networks, aromatic technologies, and cross-cultural influences could further
illuminate Iran’s position within the global dynamics of antiquity and deepen our
understanding of how the management of the senses contributed to the formation

and maintenance of complex political and religious orders.

Conclusion

The findings of this research indicate that in the Sasanian era, olfactory perception
operated far beyond the level of mere sensory experience and was deeply implicated
in both symbolic-religious and socio-political structures. In the religious domain,
scents functioned as a disciplinary technology grounded in Zoroastrian cosmology
and the binary logic of purity and impurity, in which the use of aromatic substances
was regarded not as a matter of personal taste but as a ritual obligation aimed at
purifying spaces, expelling demonic forces, and demarcating the boundary between
the sacred and the profane. In parallel, in the socio-political sphere, the Sasanian
state strategically monopolized specific aromatic compounds and engineered
perfumed environments in key loci of power such as palaces and fire temples,
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thereby transforming them into heterotopic spaces where social hierarchies were
sensorially enacted and reproduced. Through this subtle management of the
olfactory environment, royal authority was consolidated not only by means of
explicit legal or coercive mechanisms, but also through the internalization of order
within the bodies of subjects, the production of docile bodies, and the stabilization

of class distinctions under the umbrella of a broader political theology of scent.
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