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Abstract

The present study aims to investigate the discursive
mechanisms of power and knowledge in the images of Iranian
history textbooks, and conducts a statistical and content
analysis of 2008 images from 76 history textbooks from the
Qajar and Reza Shah periods. The data were obtained through
systematic and documented collection from reliable sources,
including the Ayatollah Boroujerdi Digital Library and the
Agha Bozorg database. The theoretical framework of the
study is based on the integration of Foucault's thought on
discourse and regimes of truth drawing on Krippendorff's
quantitative content analysis model with an interdisciplinary
approach. The findings show that the images in textbooks
were not a neutral representation of history, but a tool for
producing and reproducing legitimate historical knowledge
within the framework of the power order. In the Qajar period,
representations focused more on the glory of the monarchy
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and the continuity of tradition, while in the Reza Shah period,
the image served the discourse of the modern state,
nationalism, and cultural discipline. By combining statistical
and discursive analysis, this research offers a new perspective
for understanding power relations, historical memory, and
visual education in Iran.
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1. Foucault's Discourse Approach
2. Krippendorff's Quantitative Content Analysis
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The Evolution of Historical Representation in
Imagery: A Systematic Study of Visual Content in
Iranian History Textbooks during the Qajar and
Pahlavi Eras (1897-1941)

Extended Abstract

Introduction: History textbooks have long functioned as more than
instructional resources; they constitute one of the principal instruments
through which states construct collective memory, disseminate official
historical narratives, and cultivate national identity. Among the various
components of textbooks, images play a particularly influential role because
they communicate ideological meanings through visual representation, often
shaping historical consciousness more effectively than written narratives
alone. In Iran, the emergence of modern education during the late Qajar
period and the extensive educational reforms implemented under Reza Shah
transformed not only the structure of schooling but also the visual language
employed in history textbooks. Images gradually evolved from
supplementary illustrations into strategic instruments for communicating
political, cultural, and ideological messages.

Despite the growing body of scholarship on Iranian history education,
nationalism, and textbook discourse, previous studies have concentrated
primarily on textual analysis, educational policies, and ideological
narratives. Systematic quantitative investigations of visual representations
remain scarce, particularly those integrating statistical analysis with
discourse theory. To address this gap, the present study combines Michel
Foucault's theory of discourse and power/knowledge with Krippendorff's
quantitative content analysis to examine how visual representations in
Iranian history textbooks evolved from the Qajar period to the end of Reza
Shah's reign.

The primary objective of the present study was to identify the quantitative
and discursive patterns of historical images and to explain their role in
constructing historical knowledge, legitimizing political authority, and
shaping national identity. Accordingly, the study addressed three research
questions: (1) What quantitative and discursive differences exist between
visual representations in Qajar and Reza Shah history textbooks? (2) How do
the four categories of images—civilizational images, military images,
geographical maps, and historical personalitiecs—contribute to the
construction of power and national identity? and (3) How can quantitative
image analysis reveal transformations in the production of historical
knowledge within Iran's formal educational system?

Method: This study adopted a descriptive-analytical design using
quantitative content analysis. The sample population consisted of Iranian
history textbooks published during the Qajar period and the reign of Reza
Shah. A total of 76 history textbooks were systematically collected from
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authoritative historical repositories, including the Ayatollah Boroujerdi
Digital Library and the Agha Bozorg digital archive. From these sources,
2,008 historical images were extracted and analyzed, including 838 images
from 37 Qajar textbooks and 1,170 images from 39 textbooks published
during Reza Shah's rule.

Image served as the unit of analysis. Each image was coded according to
four principal categories: civilizational images, military scenes, geographical
maps, and historical figures. Additional coding variables included
representational theme, educational function, historical context, and
ideological orientation. To ensure methodological rigor, coding procedures
were completed in two stages, including pilot coding and the main coding
process, followed by intercoder reliability assessment. Statistical analyses
relied primarily on descriptive techniques, including frequencies,
percentages, and temporal trend analyses. Finally, quantitative findings were
interpreted through Foucault's concepts of discourse, power/knowledge, and
regimes of truth, together with Krippendorff's theoretical framework for
quantitative content analysis, enabling the integration of statistical evidence
with critical discourse interpretation.

Findings: The findings demonstrate a substantial transformation in the
visual structure of Iranian history textbooks across the two historical periods.
During the Qajar era, visual materials remained relatively limited, averaging
approximately one image for every seven pages, indicating the
predominance of text-centered historical instruction. In contrast, textbooks
published during Reza Shah's reign contained approximately one image for
every six pages, reflecting a gradual expansion of visual educational content.
Content analysis further revealed that civilizational images and portraits of
historical figures constituted the dominant categories in both periods,
although their ideological functions differed considerably. In Qajar
textbooks, images primarily reinforced dynastic legitimacy, cultural
continuity, and traditional historical narratives while serving mainly as
supplementary illustrations supporting written text. Visual representations
rarely functioned as independent producers of historical meaning.

By contrast, during the Reza Shah period, images assumed a far more active
pedagogical and ideological role. Civilizational images increasingly
emphasized ancient Iranian heritage, modernization, architecture, and
national achievements, while portraits of historical figures promoted
exemplary national identities aligned with state-building objectives. Military
images and geographical maps, although representing a relatively smaller
proportion of total illustrations, became more prominent than in the Qajar
period contributing to constructing concepts of territorial integrity, national
sovereignty, and the emerging modern nation-state.

Temporal analysis further demonstrated a steady increase in visual materials
throughout the Reza Shah period, culminating around 1939-1940,
coinciding with the peak of educational modernization policies. Overall, the
results indicate that visual representations evolved from decorative and
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explanatory elements into powerful instruments for producing historical
knowledge, legitimizing political authority, and institutionalizing official
collective memory.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings suggest that the transformation of
images in Iranian history textbooks cannot be explained solely by
technological developments in printing or improved educational publishing.
Rather, the observed changes reflect a deeper transformation in the
relationship between knowledge, power, and historical representation.
During the Qajar period, images functioned primarily as auxiliary
components that reinforced textual narratives. Under Reza Shah, however,
visual representation became an integral mechanism through which the state
organized historical consciousness, promoted nationalism, and legitimized
modernization policies.

From a Foucauldian perspective, this transition represents a shift from traditional
sovereign forms of historical representation toward disciplinary forms of visual
governance, where images actively participate in producing regimes of truth and
shaping collective memory. Simultaneously, Krippendorff's quantitative
framework demonstrates that the frequency and distribution of visual categories
are not merely descriptive statistics but indicators of broader ideological
structures embedded within educational discourse.

Therefore, it can be concluded that history textbook images should be
understood as significant epistemological and political instruments rather
than neutral educational illustrations. These findings highlight the need for
critically reconsidering the visual content of contemporary history textbooks
by incorporating multiple historical perspectives, greater cultural diversity,
and more balanced representations of the past. Future research is encouraged
to extend this analytical framework to later historical periods and to employ
emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence and computer vision,
for large-scale visual analysis of educational materials.

Keywords: History Textbooks, Visual Representation, Power/Knowledge, Qajar
Period, Reza Shah Pahlavi, Quantitative Content Analysis.



