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The history of new schools in Iran during the Qajar era goes back to the Constitutional
Revolution that took place between 1905 and 1911. Many scholars believe that all those
schools can be considered examples of modern educational institutions. But taking into
account the theoretical-historical-sociological approach, the present article tries to
show that not all those schools that emerged prior to the Constitutional Revolution can
be called modern educational institutions. For that reason, the author argues that Dar
al-Fonun that was founded the royal vizier to Nasereddin Shah and deemed as the first
school was in fact not a modern educational institution because it was neither run
autonomously nor did it provide equal opportunities for all in terms of education. The
paper tries to explain that the possibility of establishing academic institutions, in
general, and modern ones, in particular, in Iran required some kind of constitutional
and legal change. In other words, a sign of change could be seen more than a decade
after the establishment of Dar al-Fonun. The article concludes that this development
eventually led to foundation of institutions such as Anjoman-e MAREF. Despite its
short life, Anjoman-e MAREF was run in the style of a modern institution and played
key role in popularizing education and hence, became a model for establishing modern

educational institutions in later years.
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INTRODUCTION

The process of establishing new schools in Iran began years before the
Constitutional Revolution with the foundation of Dar al-Fonun School. For many
historians of higher education, this school was a turning point for the emergence of
modern educational institutions in contemporary Iran. Today, there are few who
believe that Dar al-Fonun at the time of its establishment was not an example of a
"modern” school. Nevertheless if we assess the structure and function of this
institution through the theoretical-historical- sociological perspective of the
emergence of modern institutions, we cannot simply apply the adjective "modern”
to Dar al-Fonun. It seems that the establishment of Dar al-Fonun should be
considered an attempt by the then collapsing Iranian bureaucracy to revive courts
that like "Beit al-Hikmah" (The House of Wisdom) or "military schools" functioned
like a state administrative apparatus in a pre-modern order. The reason behind
establishing Dar al-Fonun was to help solve the issues the Qajar government had
encountered with. In the case of Dar al-Fonun’s pre-modern predecessors (Beit al-
Hikmah or military schools), the purpose of their establishment was also to impart
techniques and knowledge in order to strengthen the authority of Abbasid and
Seljuk governments. Of course, Dar al-Fonun had some differences with the
previous two examples. In Dar al-Fonun, techniques were used to create scientific
texts and curriculums, which were taken from modern educational experiences in
the West. The same factor made Dar al-Fonun similar to its western examples, but
since it was under the court and the command of the royal, and it was more similar
to its pre-modern predecessors.

It is well-known that "everyone" was not allowed to study at Dar al-Fonun.
Those who could enter there were from the noble class alone. That was completely
based on the tradition the pre-modern ancestors of Dar al-Fonun followed. Of
course, this tradition was the unchanging logic of pre-modern Iranian bureaucracy,
which was never open to everyone unlike its western counterparts. On the other
hand, despite the fact that many viewed the curricula as a sign of modernity of Dar
al-Fonun, the textbooks of old schools written with the help of ousted professors of
religious seminaries were taught there. The "curriculum" of Dar al-Fonun, was
completely integrated if such a term could be use for the arrangement of lessons.
This integrated program reminds us present-day Islamic universities in Iran.

The question that can be raised here is that considering the intention behind the
establishment of Dar al-Fonun (strengthening the authority of the government) and
the similarity this institution had with its predecessors, can it be considered an
effective step in modernizing higher education in contemporary Iran? That is, can
Dar al-Fonun be called a place where modern subjects with modern education are
raised? In other words, if old schools (seminaries), which had turned into
independent administrative bodies during Qajar, and were in the service of the
Sultan and his government (such as during Safavid) continue to help solve arising
problems, even then Mirza Taqi Khan Amir Kabir would have any motivation to



establish new schools like Dar al-Fonun? It seems that those historical narratives
trying to introduce Dar al-Fonun as a modern institution and an inseparable part of
the history of the establishment of modern institutions in contemporary Iran, rather
than looking for the modern thing in administrative mechanisms of institutions
existing in the form of collective relations, they search for contents. This is despite
the fact that the modern thing first of all realizes itself in the way of organizing
collective relations, and from this point of view, it is not very important that the
part of teaching materials taught in Dar al-Fonun was those taught in modern
Europe in the mid 19th century. What is important is that the way Dar al-Fonun
was run was not different from the way traditional schools were run, at least until
the end of the Nasserite era.

METHODOLOGY

It is important for a sociologist that how modern institutions emerged and affected
the social and cultural environment. The phenomenological method has been
applied in the course of this sociological research as the author consider the method
the best tool to highlight forgotten and hidden things. The author believes that these
forgotten matters must be restored in order to access the correct interpretation of
history which is possible through the phenomenological method. During this
research, the people behind the establishment of Dar al-Fonun and the Education
Association were taken into account. In other words, discovering how they lived,
and what they had in mind while initiated the process of establishing these
institutions. This method is critical since it begins with a radical question. The
author questioned the intentions of historical activists who came into action during
the establishment of these institutions. Analyses and interpretations are aimed at
reaching those answers.

FINDINGS

The fact that Dar al-Fonun cannot be considered a modern educational institution
does not mean that there lacked modern institution in Iran before the constitutional
revolution. Some institutions, which emerged especially after the political changes
at the end of the era of Naseredin Shah and the beginning of Mozafaredin Shah, can
be examples of modern educational institutions in Iran before the constitutional
revolution. In fact, some legal changes were necessary in order to allow modern
institutions in the field of education, which will be discussed in detail in the article.
These transformations and developments did not occur during the establishment of
Dar al-Funun, so it was a bit natural that it was not possible for Dar al-Fonun to
establish itself as a modern institution. As such, the aforementioned developments
provided the necessary legal conditions for the establishment of institutions that can
be based on the modern bureaucratic order, be autonomous and make education
available to everyone.

The first signs of legal development in contemporary Iran can be found in the
process that finally led to the compilation of the "Manual of the Supreme Court of
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Justice" about 11 years after the establishment of Dar al-Fonun. A booklet that was
both law and procedure; and probably used to bring order to the new system that
emerged after the abolition of Grand Chancellery in the Nasserite era. This new
system was the governing council, which was made up of several ministries. The
"Manual of the Supreme Court of Justice" more than anything else indicated a legal
evolution, the realization of which could prepare the ground for the establishment
of modern institutions, emphasizing uniformity of "servant, merchant, foreign
citizen, a prosperous businessman, a serf, a farmer and an official". Although, as
stated in the same manual, this uniformity was only against the issues that were
considered within the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court of Justice, but it carried a
meaning of "equality” that did not exist before. Another point is the emphasis on the
independence of ministries from each other. This was the first time that the
independence of domains was emphasized in a legal text. In other words, the
autonomy of institutions was recognized in legal terms.

All of these indicate the existence of a strong desire in some statesmen of the late
Nasserite era to develop a legal system that can enable the establishment of modern
bureaucratic institutions. Because in a modern bureaucratic institution, "positions
are not inherited", "points are distributed based on acquired abilities" and
"employees receive benefits regularly in the form of fixed salary and old age
pension". The efforts that were made after the establishment of Dar al-Fonun until
the constitutional revolution can be divided into two categories: First, the efforts
leading to the establishment of schools that were under the court, i.e., they were
institutions in the arms of the embodied source of authority and that is why, they
could not fulfill the first condition of a modern juridical-bureaucratic institution
with self-discipline and autonomy. Second, the efforts leading to schools that were
outside the court’s domain, that is, within the newly formed arena. A general
concept emerged that was created by the activity of some urban associations at the
end of the Nasserite era and the beginning of the Mozaffari era. One of the most
important urban associations whose main activity was to support the establishment
of the second type of schools, i.e. new national schools, was called the
"Establishment of National Schools of Iran", which was founded in 1896 with the
support of Ali Khan Amin-ol-Dowleh, the chancellor of Muzaffar al-Din Shah and
with the efforts of "Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, Mirza Karim Khan Savadkoohi, Sardar
Makarram, Seyyed Yahya Dolatabadi, Jafar Qoli Khan Neyyer al-Mulk, Mahmoud
Khan Miftah al-Mulk and several other progressive men" and shortly after its
establishment became known as Anjoman-e MAREF. At first, this association
provided the means for expanding Rushdieh School, which was supported by Ali
Khan Amin-ol-Dowleh, and helped establish a branch of it in Tehran. After that,
schools such Ibtedaiyeh School, Sharaf Sschool, Iftetahueh School and Kuche
Ghariban School were founded. All these were under the Anjoman-e MAREF,
which was a national association.



CONCLUSION

The deepening of understanding of modern concepts, along with the practical
possibility of establishing modern institutions in the newly emerging civil domain at
the beginning of the era of Muzaffar al-Din Shah, led to the establishment of the
first modern institutions in the field of education in contemporary Iran. One of the
most unique examples of such institutions was the Anjoman-e MAREF, which was
founded with the support of Ali Khan Amin ol-Dawleh and the efforts of Ehtesham
Saltaneh and some other enlightened elites in 1997. The experience and activity of
this association in its first 3-year show that the concern of its founders, especially
Ehtesham Saltaneh was that this would work in the field of education as a modern
institution. His efforts in financing the association in the manner of modern
institutions by establishing a private company and his efforts in separating the
association from the court, all indicate that the Anjoman-e MAREF was a unique
example of a modern educational institution in Iran before the constitutional
revolution. Although the differences that emerged in its way eventually led to its
collapse or better say, its transformation into a [government] council of education,
but the experience of this association showed that if new educational institutions
could emerged before, based on the criteria governing modern structures and
institutions, they could have become efficient and effective institutions. Of course,
the narrative of the experience of the establishment and collapse of this modern
institution also showed that the issues and obstacles in the way to modern
educational institutions in Iran are very strong. One of these obstacles mentioned in
the article is the lack of monetary economy or money converted into capital in the
financial circulation system. As Max Weber points out, the existence of such an
economy could guarantee self-regulation and ultimately the continuation of
institutions such as the Anjoman-e MAREF.

NOVELTY

In this article, for the first time, the assumption that all new educational institutions
founded in the second half of the Qajar era were modern institutions was
questioned. Of course, this doesn’t mean to introduce all these institutions as non-
modern. Based on the historical-sociological assumptions of the emergence and
movement of modern institutions, we showed that one of the few educational
institutions in the second half of the Qajar era that acted as modern was the
Anjoman-e MAREF. The analysis of the performance of this association is
highlighted for the first time.
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