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independent intellectuals. Findings show that, starting in the Qajar era with
institutions like Dar al-Funun, medals became mechanisms for stabilizing the
political order. In the Pahlavi period, this process was systematized through
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1. Introduction

The study of cultural medals and decorations in modern Iranian history reveals a deep and
multifaceted connection between symbolic recognition, political power, and the mechanisms
of state legitimacy. From the late Qajar era through the Pahlavi dynasty, the distribution of
medals and honors evolved from a limited royal tradition into an instrument of political and
cultural governance that shaped the relationship between the state and the intellectual elite.
The granting of such distinctions, which initially served as expressions of royal gratitude and
moral encouragement, gradually transformed into a structured system of symbolic capital that
reflected and reinforced governmental ideology. This transformation, deeply intertwined with
processes of modernization and nation-building, illustrates how seemingly cultural
instruments became tools of political integration, co-optation, and social differentiation. The
present article investigates this phenomenon by analyzing the historical trajectory, political
implications, and cultural functions of medals and decorations in Iran from the late nineteenth
century to the eve of the Islamic Revolution, emphasizing their dual role as mechanisms of
encouragement and as instruments of political incorporation.

The research begins by tracing the institutional origins of state honors during the Qajar
period, when the monarchy first formalized the awarding of medals to loyal courtiers, military
officers, and cultural figures. During this time, the symbolic value of medals was primarily
confined to the courtly domain and served to consolidate personal loyalty to the Shah rather
than to express broader cultural or national ideals. However, the emergence of modern
education, especially through institutions such as *Dar al-Fonun*, gradually produced a new
class of scientifically trained elites who viewed recognition not only as a sign of royal favor
but also as a legitimate acknowledgment of intellectual merit. These graduates became the
first generation of modern Iranian professionals, linking cultural capital with emerging
bureaucratic and political structures. With the Constitutional Revolution (1906—-1911),
debates on the legitimacy and regulation of such honors entered public discourse, leading to
the first attempts to codify the principles of awarding decorations through the Supreme
Council of Education. This shift indicated a broader transformation from personal monarchy
to institutionalized governance, where symbolic recognition began to reflect bureaucratic and
meritocratic values alongside traditional loyalty.

With the fall of the Qajar dynasty and the establishment of the Pahlavi regime in 1925, the
politics of medals and honors took on a distinctly modern and nationalistic character. Reza
Shah and later Mohammad Reza Shah used these instruments to promote an image of a
modern, centralized, and scientifically progressive Iran. The newly established University of
Tehran and other academic institutions became crucial arenas where intellectual achievement
and state ideology intersected. Many graduates and scholars received cultural and scientific
medals, which simultaneously acknowledged their expertise and tied their professional
prestige to the legitimacy of the regime. In this period, medals became part of a broader
cultural policy designed to align scientific advancement and artistic creativity with the goals
of the modern state. Recognition thus operated as both an incentive and a mechanism of
political loyalty, integrating the intelligentsia into the bureaucratic and ideological fabric of
Pahlavi rule.

The theoretical framework of this article draws upon Max Weber’s conception of legitimate
authority and Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of symbolic capital. From a Weberian perspective,
medals and honors can be interpreted as tools that reinforce rational-legal and charismatic
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legitimacy. They serve as bureaucratically administered tokens of recognition that embody the
moral and intellectual order the state seeks to project. From Bourdieu’s standpoint, these
distinctions operate within a “field of power,” converting cultural capital into symbolic capital
sanctioned by the state. By granting medals, the government effectively consecrates specific
forms of knowledge, artistry, and scientific achievement as legitimate and valuable, thereby
reproducing existing hierarchies of prestige and influence. This dual process — bureaucratic
rationalization and symbolic consecration — explains how medals functioned as subtle but
powerful instruments for maintaining the alignment between cultural elites and political
authority.

Archival evidence, newspapers, and official records from both dynasties show that the
conferral of medals was not a neutral or merely ceremonial act. Rather, it reflected the
dynamic interplay between intellectual ambition and state patronage. In the Pahlavi era, the
practice extended beyond national borders, as foreign scholars, Iranologists, and political
figures were also decorated. This expansion reflected the regime’s effort to cultivate soft
power and international recognition through the symbolic language of cultural diplomacy.
The globalization of honors also mirrored the state’s aspiration to place Iran within a network
of modern nations, using cultural recognition as a vehicle of political legitimacy. However,
this very process of selective recognition contributed to the emergence of a social and
intellectual divide. The recipients of medals — often urban, Western-educated elites —
became increasingly detached from the broader populace, reinforcing perceptions of
inequality and alienation that would later fuel revolutionary sentiment.

Despite the historical significance of medals and decorations in shaping cultural and political
relations, scholarly attention to their sociocultural dimensions remains limited. Previous
studies have focused predominantly on military or state decorations, overlooking their role as
instruments of cultural policy and symbolic governance. This research seeks to fill that gap by
situating medals within the broader context of Iran’s modernization, educational reforms, and
the formation of intellectual elites. It argues that medals functioned not merely as symbols of
personal achievement but as material expressions of a state-managed system of values.
Through them, the government sought to define the boundaries of legitimate knowledge and
artistic production, reward conformity to official ideology, and cultivate networks of loyal
experts and administrators.Ultimately, the examination of cultural medals and decorations
provides valuable insights into the mechanisms of soft power and ideological control in
modern Iran. They exemplify how the state utilized symbolic recognition to produce consent,
construct social hierarchies, and project moral authority. During both the Qajar and Pahlavi
periods, the politics of recognition evolved in tandem with transformations in education,
bureaucracy, and cultural policy, illustrating the enduring entanglement of culture and power
in the process of state formation. By highlighting the symbolic and structural dimensions of
these practices, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how modern Iranian
regimes mobilized cultural legitimacy to consolidate authority. Moreover, it sheds light on the
paradoxical legacy of such practices: while intended to foster national pride and intellectual
advancement, they simultaneously alienated segments of society and intensified class and
ideological divisions. In tracing this trajectory, the research reveals how the seemingly
decorative world of medals and honors mirrored — and in some cases catalyzed — the
broader currents of social and political change that culminated in the Islamic Revolution of
1979.
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