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Nationalism, established as one of the principal and essential ideologies of the
modernization movement with the success of the Constitutional Revolution,
assumed a central role in the intellectual transformations of the Reza Shah era.
Iranshahri thought is among those intellectual currents that can be regarded as
a revivalist return to Iran’s ancient cultural heritage. This discourse was
primarily shaped by Western-educated intellectuals and the political elites of
Iranian society in opposition to Qajar despotism and in pursuit of creating a
modern state. The reign of Reza Shah (1925-1941) is considered a formative
and influential period in laying the intellectual foundations of modern Iran, due
to the regime’s efforts to establish a modern state, expand Westernization, and
the endeavors of Reza Shah and intellectuals to legitimize the Pahlavi
monarchy by linking it with the ancient Iranian monarchies. The rise of Reza
Shah coincided with widespread domestic conflict, insecurity, and political
unrest across the country. Intellectuals, with an emphasis on nationalism and
patriotism, engaged in a reevaluation of the past and the actions of ancient
Persian kings, seeking to revive national pride and promote nationalism by
presenting new interpretations of history that could restore the former glory of
ancient Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The emergence of nationalism and Iranshahri thought during the transition from the Qajar to the
Pahlavi monarchy marked a decisive moment in Iran’s modern political history. Nationalism in Iran was
not simply a political ideology imported from the West but a constructed and context-sensitive response
to centuries of foreign domination, domestic fragmentation, and socio-political disillusionment. The
Iranshahri worldview, which emphasized a centralized, divinely sanctioned kingship rooted in ancient
Persian heritage, functioned as both a revivalist and modernizing discourse. Thinkers such as Mirza Aga
Khan Kermani and Mirza Fatali Akhundzadeh articulated early versions of this framework, critiquing the
Islamic period as a break from Iran’s pre-Islamic grandeur and advancing a new historiography that
praised ancient kings as paragons of virtue and national unity. These intellectual efforts culminated in the
ideological reconfiguration of Reza Shah’s reign, during which the state vigorously promoted Persian
cultural identity, territorial unity, and the legitimacy of authoritarian rule through an idealized invocation
of pre-Islamic Iran. This process involved the strategic manipulation of historical symbols, such as those
found in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, and the institutionalization of education systems that reinforced the myth
of a unified, ancient Iranian nation (Bigdeloo, 2019). This nationalist narrative, embedded within Iranshahri
thought, helped justify the dismantling of the Qajar political order and provided a cultural foundation for
the centralizing state-building project of the early Pahlavi regime.

While Reza Shah’s consolidation of power undoubtedly relied on British political calculations and
military support, it also required cultural and ideological tools to establish domestic legitimacy. In this
regard, Iranshahri thought was repurposed to serve a new political context. Influenced by Western-
educated elites who were frustrated by the inefficacies of the Qajar state and inspired by European models
of progress, these intellectuals sought to redefine Iran’s national identity around a glorified image of its
ancient past. Through state-sponsored media, official historiography, and educational reforms, the Pahlavi
regime presented itself as the heir to the Achaemenid and Sassanid empires, deliberately marginalizing
the Islamic and Arab components of Iran’s post-7th-century history. According to this narrative, ancient
Persian monarchs embodied rationality, justice, and patriotic leadership, while Islamic-era rulers were
portrayed as foreign usurpers who had eroded Iran’s cultural integrity. As such, nationalism became
closely tied to racialized notions of Aryan superiority, Persian linguistic purity, and a linear civilizational
continuity that conveniently excluded religious heterogeneity and ethnic plurality. This ideological
construction allowed the Pahlavi state to position itself not only as a modern force for progress but as a
legitimate return to an interrupted historical destiny (Ansari, 2011). The glorification of Iran’s pre-Islamic
heritage thus served as a bridge between past and future, monarchy and modernity, facilitating the rise of
a centralized, authoritarian regime in the name of national unity and revival.

The trajectory of Iranshahri thought across modern Iranian history can be understood in three key
stages: its pre-constitutional formulation, its ideological consolidation under Reza Shah, and its re-
emergence in the late Pahlavi period. The first stage included proto-nationalist thinkers who, while
engaging with Western ideas, drew upon Zoroastrian, Sassanid, and Achaemenid models to critique
clerical conservatism and political stagnation. The second stage, under Reza Shah, witnessed the full
institutionalization of these ideas within the machinery of the state. Newspapers, school curricula, and
cultural institutions were mobilized to manufacture a collective memory that celebrated Iran’s ancient
grandeur and delegitimized Islamic history as a period of decline. This process was facilitated by
prominent intellectuals such as Seyyed Hasan Tagizadeh and Mohammad Ali Foroughi, who served as
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ideologues of the state, producing literature that framed Reza Shah as the restorer of Iranian pride. In this
phase, the Iranshahri idea became synonymous with modern nationalism and served to concentrate
authority in the hands of the monarch, echoing ancient political-theological models in which the Shah held
divine sanction. The third phase, during the later Pahlavi years, saw the resurgence of these themes in state
rituals such as the 2500th anniversary of the Persian Empire, which once again sought to project Iran as a
civilization-state with timeless roots and imperial legitimacy (Mirzaei et al., 2020).

Nationalism in Iran, however, was not a mere imitation of its European counterparts but a
distinctively local formation shaped by cultural memory, colonial humiliation, and the urgent need for
modernization. While European nationalism often emerged alongside liberal democracy and popular
sovereignty, Iranian nationalism under the Pahlavis was characterized by authoritarianism, historical
romanticism, and top-down mobilization. Rather than fostering pluralism, this nationalism sought to
homogenize cultural expression and enforce loyalty through symbols, rituals, and language purification.
Efforts to eliminate Arabic words from Persian, for example, became emblematic of a broader strategy to
sanitize national identity and disassociate it from the Islamic past. Institutions like the Academy of Persian
Language and Literature, established in 1935, undertook rigorous efforts to invent or reintroduce Persian
equivalents for foreign terms, reflecting a belief that linguistic purity was essential for cultural revival.
Moreover, state-led nationalism operated as a form of cultural pedagogy, wherein citizens were taught to
identify with the imagined community of the nation through textbooks, patriotic ceremonies, and public
iconography. As such, nationalism became less a reflection of grassroots sentiment and more an
ideological instrument wielded by the state to engineer consent and suppress dissent (Bashiriyeh, 2023).

Another central dimension of this nationalist discourse was the elevation of Persian ethnicity and
language as the defining features of Iranian identity, to the exclusion of ethnic and linguistic minorities.
The state’s heavy investment in Persian-language education and its suspicion of regional dialects and
cultures were part of a broader effort to equate “Iranianness” with Persianness. This policy marginalized
Kurds, Azeris, Arabs, and other groups who did not conform to the monolithic cultural template
envisioned by the state. Consequently, while nationalism promised unity, it often exacerbated internal
divisions and failed to accommodate Iran’s multicultural realities. Simultaneously, the ideological
framework of Iranshahri thought obscured the complex historical interactions between Iran’s Islamic and
pre-Islamic traditions, presenting a sanitized and linear vision of national history. While pre-Islamic
symbols were exalted, the rich contributions of Islamic scholars, mystics, and poets were often sidelined
unless they could be appropriated into the nationalist narrative. This selective historiography not only
distorted the past but also deepened the tension between modernity and religious tradition in Iranian
political culture. Ultimately, the deployment of Iranshahri nationalism during the Pahlavi era reflected the
paradoxes of a state attempting to modernize while clinging to archaic forms of centralized, charismatic
authority (Afshar, 1955).

In conclusion, the transformation of Iran’s monarchy from the Qajar to the Pahlavi dynasty was
not merely a political realignment but an ideological reorientation rooted in a reimagined historical
consciousness. Iranshahri thought provided the Pahlavi regime with a potent framework for legitimizing
its rule, consolidating authority, and mobilizing national sentiment. By invoking the grandeur of ancient
Iran, the regime sought to overcome the legacy of colonial subjugation, internal fragmentation, and clerical
resistance. However, the selective nature of this ideology, its exclusionary tendencies, and its
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instrumentalization of culture and history ultimately limited its integrative potential. While it succeeded
in creating a new sense of Iranian identity centered on pride in pre-Islamic heritage and Persian language,
it also alienated significant segments of the population and generated ideological conflicts that would later
resurface in Iran’s political transformations. The legacy of this nationalist project continues to shape
contemporary debates over identity, legitimacy, and the meaning of Iranian modernity.
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