Cultural History Studies; Research Journal of Iranian Society of History
Vol. 17, No. 65, Autumn 2025, pp 109-142
https://doi.org/10.22034/chs.2026.559167.1143

Analyzing the Representation of Qajar History in
Reza Shah’s Textbooks: Emphasizing the Role of
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Abstract

The way any political regime treats the legacy and history of
its predecessor can always be challenging. In the modern era,
given the significant role of public opinion, this issue has
gained even greater importance. The Pahlavi state, which
came to power after the Qajar dynasty, paid particular
attention to the standardization and shaping of public opinion
through institutions such as the education system. Since one
of the most important means of directing the educational
system is the compilation of textbooks, the present study
adopted a descriptive-analytical approach to examine history
textbooks from the Reza Shah period in an attempt to reveal
the volume, characteristics, and principal themes related to
Qajar history in these books and to answer the question of
what image of the Qajar era was presented by the educational
system of Reza Shah’s government at different educational
levels. The findings indicate that in primary school textbooks,
relatively little attention was devoted to the Qajar era.
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However, at the secondary level, although a considerable
portion of the material was allocated to Qajar history, biases
were mainly evident at the level of vocabulary and linguistic
terminology. In fact, the plurality of textbook authors and the
consideration of the reciprocal relationship between events
and narratives limited the possibility of overt distortion of
historical facts except in discussions concerning the period
after the Constitutional Revolution. Finally, the biases that
reached their peak in the narrative of the Coup of 21 February
1921 (3 Esfand 1299) were, until 1938, mainly the result of
the authors’ positional anxieties and their adherence to the
dominant discourse of the period than the product of an
official supervisory structure. Nevertheless, after this date, the
Ministry of Culture initiated a more systematic effort to
present a unified narrative by combining selected pre-existing
texts with the rewriting of certain accounts.

Keywords: Qajar period, textbooks, history education,
Reza Shah era, representation of Qajar history.
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Analyzing the Representation of Qajar History in Reza
Shah’s Textbooks: Emphasizing the Role of Agency and
Structure in Shaping Official Educational Content (1925
1941)

Extended Abstract

Introduction: The way political regimes deal with the history of a preceding
dynasty has always been potentially challenging. In the modern era, this
issue has become even more significant due to the growing influence of
public opinion. The importance of public opinion became clearly evident
during the Tobacco Protest and the Constitutional Revolution. Consequently,
increasing attention was paid to guiding the public opinion, and gradually
greater emphasis was placed on formal and public education, often with
approaches aimed at fostering national self-awareness. However, due to
political instability, extensive measures were not taken in this regard.

The crises that followed the Constitutional Revolution ultimately culminated
in the 1921 coup d’état. This event not only opened a wide space for
criticizing the Qajar dynasty but also created conditions for the realization of
a standardized system of formal education under the centralized rule of Reza
Shah, a government that linked part of its identity to modernization and an
emphasis on ancient Iranian heritage. There is little doubt that the Pahlavi
state had criticisms of the preceding Qajar dynasty. Yet how the tension
between historical realities and various representations was ultimately
reflected in school textbooks of that period remains a question that cannot be
answered without careful examination of the history textbooks produced
during Reza Shah’s reign.

On the one hand, the compilation of textbooks is one of the most important
channels through which governments shape national educational systems
and present an official narrative of history. On the other hand, because
various scholars and institutions participate in the preparation of these
textbooks, governments do not possess absolute freedom in shaping their
content. This tension becomes even more pronounced in the case of
contemporary history, since the abundance of available documents compels
historians to make more selective choices. In studies conducted on the
history of education in Iran, the actual content of textbooks has largely been
overlooked. Although general references to criticism and negative portrayals
of the Qajar period appear in Pahlavi-era textbooks, actual examples
representing the diversity of approaches within works produced in this
period have not been sufficiently presented.

Method: The present study examines the representation of Qajar history
within the official narrative of the Reza Shah government. Using a
descriptive—analytical method, the first step involves describing the history
textbooks used during the Reza Shah period in order to clarify the place of
Qajar history and the main themes associated with it in the texts under study.
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This approach seeks to determine what image of the Qajar era was presented
by the educational system of Reza Shah’s government across different
historical periods and educational levels.

To achieve this objective, 14 editions of textbooks published that addressed
Qajar history during this period were collected. Due to the limited number
and diversity of these works, sampling was not employed; instead, all
available texts were examined. Subsequently, by considering the processes
of writing history textbooks and the authors involved in their production
during the Pahlavi era, the study analyzes why and how Qajar history was
represented in different phases of Reza Shah’s rule. In doing so, it aims to
answer the central question of which factors influenced the formation of the
image of the Qajar dynasty presented in history textbooks during the Reza
Shah period.

Discussion and Conclusion: Although the presence of negative biases in the
representation of Iran’s Qajar-era history cannot be denied, these biases
appear primarily at the level of value-laden terminology in elementary
school textbooks and, at the secondary school level, in the form of moral
judgments about the personalities of the Qajar monarchs. Even so, such
biases do not prevent students from gaining a certain level of familiarity with
the events of the Qajar period. It seems that the relationship between
objective evidence and the selections and interpretations considered
acceptable within the discipline of history, together with the relative
independence of textbook authors, prevented the emergence of systematic
distortion in textbook content.

Nevertheless, as we move toward the later years of Reza Shah’s rule, a
generally stronger negative bias toward the Qajar dynasty can be observed.
This development can be attributed to several factors. First, during this
period the newly established bureaucracy and supervisory institutions of the
Pahlavi government gradually expanded and became more firmly established
as executive arms of cultural policy. At the same time, the educational
system of that period was likely more preoccupied with practical and
infrastructural challenges—such as providing the basic foundations for
education—and therefore, in its early stages, lacked a coherent educational
system capable of fully implementing cultural policies.

Second, many of the authors of that era had begun writing about Iranian
history during the Qajar period. Consequently, the texts on which the new
school textbooks were based were not originally written with the explicit aim
of discrediting the Qajar dynasty. In fact, history textbooks of this period
were not independent works composed specifically as educational tools;
rather, they were often selections from broader historical works that were
temporally segmented according to the general curriculum of the Ministry of
Education. From a thematic and substantive perspective, these texts did not
always demonstrate strict adherence to a uniform curriculum.

Third, the outbreak of World War II and the expansion of international
propaganda apparatuses heightened attention to cultural policymaking within
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Iran. As a result, the Ministry of Culture gradually began producing more
exclusive and state-directed publications.

Although a critical approach toward the Qajar era was widespread, different
authors did not follow a single or systematically organized path in this
regard. The relative independence of many works is evident in the diversity
of judgments, selections, and interpretive approaches adopted by their
authors. Thus, it can be inferred that in the early years of Reza Shah’s rule,
where biases are observable, they were to a lower extent the result of
external supervision and primarily a product of authors’ adherence to the
dominant discourse of the time, combined with a form of positional caution.
While in the later years of Reza Shah’s reign—coinciding with the beginning
of World War Il—these biases gradually moved toward a more unified
direction and attempted to present a more official narrative, they still did not
become overtly caricatured.

Nevertheless, in order to fully understand the status of teaching Qajar-era
Iranian history during the Reza Shah period, one should not rely solely on
textbooks. It is, therefore, suggested that research employing oral history
methods be conducted to examine the attitudes and approaches of history
teachers of that era toward the history of the Qajar dynasty.

Keywords: Qajar period, textbooks, history education, Reza Shah era,
representation of Qajar history.



