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Abstract 
A review of the history of Reza Shah’s reign (1925-1941) shows that three central objectives 
underpinned his government’s general policies: the centralization and absolutism of state 
and royal power, nationalism, and the modernization of Iranian society. In line with the 
modernization project, the central government sought to transform the educational system 
through the strategic mobilization of the country’s social and cultural capital. Therefore, 
the primary aim of this study is to examine the impact of Reza Shah’s cultural policies 
on educational transformations in Iran from 1925 to 1941. The present research uses a 
descriptive-analytical method, relying on library resources and documentary evidence. The 
findings indicate that educational reform was one of the most ambitious undertakings within 
the broader framework of Pahlavi cultural policy. The imperative to build a “new Iran” and 
implement wide-ranging modernization made the construction of a modern educational 
system a central priority for Reza Shah’s government. The state’s nation-building goals for 
a modern Iran were fundamentally incompatible with continued reliance on the traditional 
educational apparatus. Educational planning under Reza Shah was based on a triad of core 
concepts, modernization, nationalism, and centralization, which served as both guiding 
principles and operational mechanisms, thereby defining the system’s distinctive character. 
The primary purpose of these reforms was, therefore, to harness the educational system as an 
instrument for training specialized human resources, thereby advancing the state’s broader 
sociopolitical and cultural agenda.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The reign of Reza Shah (1925-1941) exemplifies a comprehensive state-driven 
transformation of Iran’s social, cultural, economic, and ideological foundations, 
during which a new order was established. By consolidating his rule through three 
main pillars-a modern army, a centralized bureaucracy, and the royal court-Reza 
Shah secured the authority necessary to enact a series of wide-ranging social 
reforms. Inspired by his perception of the West, his long-term vision was pursued 
through a multifaceted strategy of secularization, the promotion of worldly values, 
nationalism, educational development, state-led investment, and the dismantling 
of tribal structures. Historical evidence indicates that the state, in pursuit of its 
modernization agenda, strategically mobilized existing Iranian social and cultural 
capital to reform the educational system fundamentally.

Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to investigate the influence 
of Pahlavi I’s cultural policies on educational transformations in Iran from 1925 
to 1941. Primary historical documents and contemporary academic works were 
collected and analyzed within a sociological framework.

Findings

The findings indicate that educational reform was one of the most far-reaching 

educational system became a strategic cornerstone and a central imperative for 
realizing its modernizing vision. The theoretical and practical foundations of Reza 
Shah’s educational policies were shaped by a tripartite framework of modernization, 
nationalism, and centralization, which together gave the new system its distinct 
character. The ultimate objective of this framework was to harness education to 
cultivate a skilled workforce, thereby advancing the state’s broader sociocultural 
ambitions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The historical record confirms that the Pahlavi modernization project systematically 
imported Western models of modernity. A cornerstone of this effort was the 
comprehensive restructuring of education, explicitly designed to advance the 
regime’s core principles of modernization, nationalism, and centralization. This 
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reform served a dual political purpose. First, educational secularization was used 
deliberately to marginalize the clergy and remove their influence from Iran’s social 
fabric. Second, the new pedagogical system was designed to cultivate a state-centric 
nationalism that reinforced monarchical power. The establishment of a modern, 
nationwide school system was central to this strategy. Its landmark achievement, 
the University of Tehran (founded in 1934), aimed to train a professional elite and 
unite the nation’s youth around a shared identity of nationalist loyalty and modernist 
progress.
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