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Abstract

This study aimed to critically analyze the content presented about Azerbaijan and Armenia in Iranian elementary school
textbooks and assess its consistency with historical, cultural, and geopolitical realities. The research employed a qualitative
content analysis using a library-based approach. Data were collected from all materials about the two countries in fifth-grade
social studies textbooks published over five consecutive years up to 2023. Additional sources, including teachers’ guides,
related academic papers, and historical-political references, were examined. The data were analyzed through comparative
thematic interpretation. The analysis revealed a noticeable bias in the textbooks’ portrayal. Azerbaijan is presented as a rich
and resourceful country with oil and gas reserves, vibrant agriculture, and tourism potential, emphasizing its Muslim identity
but overlooking its deep historical and cultural ties to Iran. Conversely, Armenia is depicted as poor, landlocked, dependent
on external resources, and predominantly non-Muslim, while Iran’s long-standing friendly relations and geopolitical
partnership with Armenia are disregarded. Key historical treaties such as Golestan and Turkmenchay and shared cultural
heritage that could promote regional cohesion are absent. There is a significant mismatch between the textbooks’ narrative
and Iran’s broader regional and foreign policy perspectives. Without revision, this approach risks shaping students’
perceptions in ways inconsistent with historical truth and national interests. Comprehensive, accurate, and culturally
balanced content revision is recommended for future textbook development.
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Introduction

Textbooks are among the most influential instruments of formal education, shaping not only students’ factual
knowledge but also their social, cultural, and political perspectives. Scholars argue that textbooks serve as
carriers of ideology and are closely tied to national identity formation and state policy (Wahyuni et al., 2025).
The content of social studies textbooks, in particular, plays a critical role in early civic education by introducing
children to the idea of citizenship, regional relations, and international identity (Zakeri et al., 2024). When
such content lacks balance or historical depth, it risks creating skewed perceptions of other nations and
reducing students’ ability to engage critically with regional complexities (Seker, 2024).

In the case of Iran, primary-level social studies textbooks have long been central to constructing perceptions
of neighboring countries, yet their accuracy and neutrality remain underexplored. This is especially significant
regarding the Republic of Azerbaijan and the Republic of Armenia—two neighbors with intertwined histories,
cultural ties, and contrasting contemporary political relations. Azerbaijan was historically part of Iran until the
Treaty of Golestan and the Treaty of Turkmenchay formalized its separation (Ahmadi, 2011). Despite these
deep historical and cultural connections, the current political atmosphere is complex, with Azerbaijan at times
adopting adversarial positions toward Iran (Kiani & Beyranvand, 2018). Conversely, Armenia, while
religiously and culturally distinct as a predominantly Christian nation, has maintained a relatively stable and
cooperative relationship with Iran in recent decades (Majidi & Soor Anari, 2016).

Accurate representation of such nuanced relationships in educational materials is essential. However, prior
studies have highlighted shortcomings in Iranian textbooks, including the lack of comprehensive treatment of
cultural heritage and the underrepresentation of shared Shiite identity with Azerbaijan (Ashrafi & Ashrafi,
2017). Research on content analysis further stresses that textbooks must be systematically reviewed to avoid
ethnocentrism and provide students with a critical yet balanced understanding of regional dynamics (Maroufi,
2024; Yazdani & Norouzi, 2023). Global best practices also show that integrating critical thinking and civic
engagement frameworks into curriculum design can mitigate biases and improve historical and cultural literacy
(Seker, 2024; Wahyuni et al., 2025).

Despite these theoretical advances, Iranian textbooks for primary social studies have rarely been examined
using rigorous content analysis methods. This study aims to fill that gap by systematically analyzing the
representation of Azerbaijan and Armenia in Iranian fifth-grade social studies textbooks. The analysis explores
how these nations are portrayed across historical, cultural, and political dimensions and assesses the alignment
of textbook narratives with Iran’s broader regional policies and historical realities.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a library-based content analysis approach. The dataset consisted of all editions
of the fifth-grade social studies textbooks published over five consecutive years up to 2023. Supplementary
materials, including the official teachers’ guides (Fallahian & Malek Mahmoudi, 2019, 2023), and relevant
academic studies on educational content design (Maroufi, 2024; Yazdani & Norouzi, 2023) were also
examined to contextualize the findings. The analysis followed a comparative thematic procedure. Textual
segments related to Azerbaijan and Armenia were identified and coded according to historical accuracy,
cultural representation, political framing, and implicit evaluative tone. Each theme was then contrasted
between the two countries to reveal patterns of inclusion, omission, and bias. Validity was reinforced through
triangulation with historical and geopolitical sources (Ahmadi, 2011; Kiani & Beyranvand, 2018; Majidi &
Soor Anari, 2016) and expert review by specialists in history and curriculum studies.

Findings

The content analysis revealed three overarching patterns: (1) systematic positive framing of Azerbaijan, (2)
reductionist and negative portrayal of Armenia, and (3) misalignment between textbook narratives and Iran’s
historical-cultural identity and regional policy.
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First, Azerbaijan was consistently depicted as a modern, resource-rich, and culturally vibrant nation. Textbooks
emphasized its wealth through oil and gas reserves, fertile agricultural plains, and thriving tourism. Students
were introduced to Baku as a symbol of modernity and economic vitality, with visual materials highlighting
contemporary urban landscapes. Cultural elements such as Nowruz celebrations and Turkish language identity
were mentioned, but the narrative omitted crucial historical connections to Iran’s ancient culture and the
predominance of Shiite Islam in Azerbaijani society (Ashrafi & Ashrafi, 2017). Furthermore, the textbooks
failed to contextualize Azerbaijan’s emergence as an independent state following the separation from Iran in
the 19th century, thereby detaching its identity from Iran’s shared history (Ahmadi, 2011).

Second, Armenia was portrayed through a narrow and largely unfavorable lens. The textbooks introduced
Armenia as a small, landlocked, and economically weak country dependent on foreign resources. While brief
references were made to its mountainous terrain and Lake Sevan, there was little elaboration on Armenia’s
cultural richness, historical depth, or strategic value for Iran’s access to Europe and regional trade. Positive
aspects of bilateral relations, such as long-standing political cooperation and cultural exchange, were absent
(Kiani & Beyranvand, 2018). The portrayal emphasized Armenia’s Christian identity, but without
contextualizing the historical coexistence and shared border interactions that have defined centuries of Iranian-
Armenian relations.

Third, the comparative framing favored Azerbaijan in subtle yet impactful ways. When describing sports, for
instance, Azerbaijan was associated with wrestling and international achievements, while Armenia’s cultural
asset of chess—a discipline deeply institutionalized in Armenian schools and integrated into national education
policy (Akhmeteli, 2012)—was either understated or omitted. Similarly, economic comparisons highlighted
Azerbaijan’s perceived affluence while labeling Armenia as “poor,” ignoring comparable development
indicators and shared regional constraints. Visual representations reinforced this imbalance; children in
Azerbaijani imagery were depicted as organized and vibrant, while Armenian children appeared less structured
and even marginalized.

Across all these themes, the study found a clear gap between Iran’s foreign policy priorities and textbook
narratives. While Iran maintains cautious but strategic relations with Azerbaijan and close, cooperative ties
with Armenia, the textbooks fail to reflect this diplomatic nuance. Instead, they risk perpetuating simplified,
and at times inaccurate, perceptions among young students that could hinder future regional understanding and
diplomacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

These findings underscore a systemic challenge in Iranian textbook development: the persistence of partial,
one-sided representations of neighboring nations. Such portrayals neglect the multi-layered historical and
cultural bonds Iran shares with both Azerbaijan and Armenia and diverge from the country’s own geopolitical
strategies. By glorifying Azerbaijan without referencing its historical separation from Iran or its complex
modern political stance (Ahmadi, 2011; Kiani & Beyranvand, 2018), and simultaneously reducing Armenia
to an impoverished, isolated entity, the current textbooks convey a distorted regional narrative.

The results align with international research indicating that unbalanced textbook narratives can cultivate
ethnocentrism and weaken critical thinking. Studies show that when national curricula omit historical
complexities and cross-cultural ties, they fail to equip students with nuanced understanding and instead
reinforce binary stereotypes (Seker, 2024; Wahyuni et al., 2025). Furthermore, prior Iranian analyses have
warned that ignoring cultural integration and Shiite heritage in Azerbaijan undermines potential cultural
diplomacy tools (Ashrafi & Ashrafi, 2017), while neglecting long-standing Armenian-Iranian cooperation
contradicts pragmatic regional policies (Majidi & Soor Anari, 2016).

Methodologically, the study confirms the effectiveness of systematic content analysis in detecting such
narrative imbalances. By integrating historical, geopolitical, and curriculum frameworks, this approach
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exposes both overt and implicit biases in educational materials (Maroufi, 2024; Yazdani & Norouzi, 2023).
Similar to recommendations from global educational research, the findings suggest the urgent need for
adopting recognized standards such as those from the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) to guide
the development of unbiased, contextually accurate content (Zakeri et al., 2024).

Ultimately, this research highlights that revising textbook content is not merely a pedagogical issue but a matter
of cultural security and regional diplomacy. Educational narratives shape future citizens’ perceptions of
neighbors and, by extension, influence long-term social and political interactions. Creating balanced and
historically grounded portrayals of Azerbaijan and Armenia can strengthen national identity while fostering
critical awareness and mutual understanding in an increasingly complex regional landscape.
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