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Reza Shah's Legacy in Pahlavi History Textbooks: A
Semiotic Approach to the Representation of Power and
Identity

Amir Karimi!

Abstract

using a qualitative and critical semiotic approach, this
research analyzes the visual representations of Reza Shah in
Pahlavi history textbooks at all levels of education and
attempts to reveal the ideological mechanisms through which
political power and nationalist identity are transmitted to
students. The issue addressed in the present study is that
textbook images are not simply reflections of historical
events and figures, but are ideological texts that reproduce
the hegemonic messages of the state in secondary semantic
layers. This research seeks to answer the question of how the
images of Pahlavi history textbooks, by representing
modernity, Reza Shah's authority, and patterns of order and
obedience, act as an ideological device to consolidate the
official discourse of the Pahlavi state in the minds of
students. The theoretical framework of the research is based
on Roland Barthes' concepts of first- and second-order
signification and Louis Althusser's theory of "ideological
apparatuses of the state. Accordingly, the images are
analyzed at three levels: ‘reconstructional heritage’
(renovation and modernization), ‘personal heritage’
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(personal image and authority), and ‘behavioral heritage’
(social order and rituals). The main sources of the research
are the collection of Pahlavi history textbooks collected
through the Ayatollah Boroujerdi Digital Library and other
document databases. The findings show that the images of
Reza Shah in these texts, by eliminating social and political
contradictions, present a heroic and architect-like image of
him and serve to consolidate the Pahlavi nationalist and
state-oriented discourse. By filling the gap in studies on the
history of education, the present study contributes to a deeper
understanding of the link between image, ideology, and
nation-building in contemporary Iran.
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" Reza Shah's Legacy in Pahlavi History Textbooks: A Semiotic
Approach to the Representation of Power and Identity

Extended Abstract
Introduction: History textbooks are not merely instruments for the
transmission of historical knowledge; rather, they function as one of the most
significant mechanisms for the reproduction of official ideology. According
to Louis Althusser’s theory of Ideological State Apparatuses, the educational
institution produces subjects aligned with the dominant political order
through curricular content. Within this framework, images—due to their
persuasive capacity and indirect influence—play a decisive role in
stabilizing the official narrative. From a semiotic perspective, particularly
within Roland Barthes’ theory of first- and second-order signification,
images carry not only explicit meanings but also mythological and
ideological layers that naturalize dominant values.
The central issue addressed in this study is how images of Reza Shah in
Pahlavi-era history textbooks transcend mere historical representation and
become instruments for consolidating a nationalist and state-centered
discourse. The aim is to uncover the semiotic and ideological mechanisms
through which political power, modernity, and national identity are
internalized in students’ minds. The main research question is formulated as
follows: How do images in Pahlavi history textbooks represent Reza Shah
across three levels—'modemist legacy,” ‘personal legacy,” and ‘behavioral
legacy’—and what role do they play in legitimizing the Pahlavi
government?
A review of the literature shows that while numerous studies have
examined history education, nationalism, and nation-building in
textbooks, relatively little attention has been paid to the semiotic
analysis of Reza Shah’s images within the combined theoretical
framework of Barthes and Althusser. This theoretical and
methodological gap justifies the present study.
Method: This research adopts a qualitative approach grounded in
critical semiotics. The corpus includes all history textbooks from the
Pahlavi period at primary and secondary schools, published between
the 1920s and 1970s. A purposive sampling strategy was employed to
select textbooks containing direct or indirect visual representations of
Reza Shah.
Primary sources were collected from archival databases and digital libraries.
The analytical framework is based on structuralist and critical semiotics,
organized along two main axes:

1. Analysis of first- and second-order signification (following Barthes) to

identify denotative and mythological meanings;
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2. Analysis of the ideological function of images within Althusser’s
framework, interpreting the textbook as an ideological apparatus
of the state.

Images were categorized into three analytical domains:
e Modernist legacy: infrastructural projects, development initiatives, and
modern institutions;
« Personal legacy: facial expression, military uniform, medals, posture,
and markers of charisma;
« Behavioral legacy: interactions with the military, issuance of decrees,
social reforms, and the transfer of power.
The method of data analysis is descriptive-interpretive, focusing on visual
codes such as composition, camera angle, centrality of the subject, exclusion
of extraneous elements, and symbols of authority.
Findings: The findings indicate that representations of Reza Shah in
Pahlavi-era textbooks follow a coherent and repetitive pattern across the
three identified levels:

1. Modernist legacy: There is a strong emphasis on infrastructural projects
such as railways, bridges, the University of Tehran, the National
Museum of Iran, and government buildings. These images juxtapose a
rugged natural landscape and a chaotic past with modern constructions,
portraying Reza Shah as the architect of modern Iran. The elimination
of people’s role and the focus on structures depict progress as the
product of the central government’s will.

2. Personal legacy: Reza Shah is predominantly depicted in military
uniform, adorned with prominent medals, displaying a resolute gaze
and an absence of personal emotion. These visual codes elevate him
beyond a historical individual to a symbol of national authority. The
repetition of this pattern across textbooks creates a form of visual
intertextuality that reinforces his charismatic identity.

3. Behavioral legacy: Images of military inspections, issuing the decree for
removing hijab, suppression of the opposition, and awarding honors to
the crown prince reproduce a pattern of order, obedience, concentration
of power, and transmission of legitimacy. Even deplctlons of repression
are framed in a way that presents state violence as a legitimate means of
maintaining order.

Opverall, images function not as neutral historical documents but as semiotic
texts carrying ideological meanings that naturalize the official narrative of
nation-building and modernization.

Discussion and conclusion: The semiotic analysis demonstrates that visual
representations of Reza Shah in history textbooks constitute a coordinated
mechanism for legitimizing the Pahlavi state and consolidating a state-
centered national identity. The interaction of modernist, personal, and
behavioral dimensions produces a coherent image of the Shah as a heroic
historical agent, architect of development, and symbol of national order. By
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omitting social and political contradictions, these images construct a
homogeneous and hegemonic narrative of the past.

Future research is recommended to undertake comparative analyses of pre-
and post-Islamic Revolution textbooks to examine shifts in the
representation of power. Additionally, the application of multimodal
discourse analysis could deepen visual interpretation. Empirical studies on
the impact of such images on students’ historical consciousness may also
open new avenues in the field of history education.

Keywords: Reza Shah, history textbooks, semiotics, Pahlavi ideology,
history education.



