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This study aims to examine the factors influencing the martyrdom of Dr.
Abulhassan Khanali as the first martyr of teachers’ labor protests during the
reign of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and to analyze the impacts of this event on
the teachers’ movement and Iranian society. The main research question is
what factors led to Khanali’s martyrdom and what consequences it had for the
teachers’” movement and Iranian society. The secondary questions include:
What were the living and social conditions of teachers during that period? What
were the main demands of teachers? And what factors led to the formation of
teachers' labor protests? The main hypothesis of the study is that Khanali’s
martyrdom was a turning point in the history of teachers’ labor struggles in Iran
and inspired many teachers to continue their struggles. Using the historical-
documentary method, including contemporary memoirs and relevant sources,
this study demonstrates that various factors such as the poor living conditions
of teachers, the repressive policies of the Pahlavi regime, and inspiration from
other social movements played a role in the formation of teachers’ labor
protests and Khanali’s martyrdom. Furthermore, his martyrdom intensified
protests and increased public awareness regarding teachers’ rights.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The martyrdom of Abulhassan Khanali stands as a significant milestone in the history of teachers’
labor protests in Iran during the reign of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. His death during the teachers' protests
on May 2, 1961, in Baharestan Square, Tehran, not only exposed the harsh realities of the Pahlavi regime's
repressive policies but also ignited a wave of activism among educators across the country. The life and
sacrifice of Khanali are emblematic of the struggle for justice and equitable treatment in the education
sector, especially at a time when teachers faced severe economic hardships, lack of job security, and
systemic neglect by the government (Ettela‘at, 1961). This research delves into the socio-political backdrop
of Khanali’s martyrdom, the factors that led to the teachers’ protests, and the subsequent ramifications on
Iranian society, particularly within the educational framework.

Abulhassan Khanali’s background was steeped in cultural and political awareness, having been
raised in a family of noted religious figures who were actively involved in the Constitutional Revolution
(Ahmad, 2000). His academic journey, marked by a passion for philosophy and social justice, saw him
earning his degree from the University of Tehran while simultaneously engaging in community service
and educational initiatives. Khanali’s early involvement in the nationalization of the oil movement and
his later roles in managing religious endowments showcased his deep commitment to societal welfare and
justice (Najati, 1994). His decision to teach in underprivileged areas despite being financially stable
underscores his belief in educational equity and his dedication to uplifting marginalized communities.
This alignment with the underprivileged made him a respected figure among teachers and students alike,
further solidifying his role as a leader in the teachers' movement (Atashi, 1979).

The teachers’ protests of 1961 were driven by longstanding grievances over inadequate salaries,
poor working conditions, and the government's indifference to their plight. The imposition of a salary cap
for educators, perceived as an insult to their profession, acted as a catalyst for the nationwide strike
(Ettela'at, 1961). Teachers, led by figures like Khanali, demanded parity with other professionals,
particularly engineers, highlighting the disparity in the valuation of educational work. The Baharestan
protest, meticulously planned by the Teachers’ Association, brought together educators from across
Tehran, symbolizing their unity and resolve (Tehran-e Mosavvar, 1961). The tragic turn of events, marked
by the deployment of water cannons and the fatal shooting of Khanali by a security officer, underscored
the brutal lengths to which the Pahlavi regime would go to suppress dissent. Khanali’s death, however,
transformed the protest into a symbol of resistance, galvanizing further action from the educational
community and beyond (Kayhan, 1961).

The immediate aftermath of Khanali’s martyrdom saw an outpouring of grief and rage, not only
from teachers but also from students and the broader public. The funeral procession, attended by
thousands, transcended a mere farewell to the fallen teacher, becoming a large-scale demonstration against
the government’s oppressive tactics (Ettela'at, 1961). The streets of Tehran, filled with chants for justice
and better educational policies, witnessed an unprecedented alliance between teachers, students, and other
social groups. This unity signaled a significant shift in the socio-political landscape of Iran, with Khanali’s
sacrifice serving as a rallying point for the broader struggle against authoritarianism (Shah Hosseini, 2016).
The subsequent resignation of Prime Minister Sharif-Emami and the appointment of Mohammad
Derakhshesh, a prominent figure in the teachers’ movement, as Minister of Culture were direct
consequences of this protest wave (Kayhan, 1961).
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The legacy of Khanali extends beyond his immediate impact on the teachers’ protests. His life and
death underscore the enduring struggle for justice, dignity, and equitable treatment within the Iranian
educational system. The official recognition of May 2 as Teachers’ Day in Iran, initially an attempt by the
Pahlavi regime to placate the educational community, has since evolved into an annual commemoration
of teachers’ sacrifices and their pivotal role in societal development (Ettela'at, 1961). The influence of
Khanali’s martyrdom is evident in the continued advocacy for educational reforms and teachers’ rights in
Iran, reflecting the lasting resonance of his sacrifice (Tehran-e Mosavvar, 1961). His story serves as a
poignant reminder of the price paid for social justice and the unyielding spirit of those who dare to
challenge systemic injustices.

In examining Khanali’s martyrdom through a historical-documentary lens, this study highlights
the intersection of educational struggles and broader socio-political movements in Iran. The economic
challenges faced by teachers, compounded by the regime’s repressive measures, created a fertile ground
for dissent (Atashi, 1979). Khanali’s philosophical insights and unwavering commitment to his peers’
welfare positioned him as a central figure in this struggle, making his martyrdom a turning point in the
history of Iranian labor movements. The support extended by various segments of society, from students
to intellectuals, underscores the widespread discontent with the Pahlavi regime’s policies and the
collective yearning for reform (Najati, 1994).

The broader implications of Khanali’s martyrdom are reflected in the sustained efforts to address
educational inequalities and advocate for teachers' rights in Iran. His death not only intensified the
teachers’ movement but also inspired subsequent generations to pursue educational and social justice
relentlessly (Ettela'at, 1961). The commemorations held across various cities in honor of Khanali, the
widespread teacher strikes that followed, and the eventual policy changes highlight the profound impact
of his sacrifice (Kayhan, 1961). This study, by exploring the multifaceted dimensions of Khanali’s life and
martyrdom, contributes to the broader discourse on labor struggles, social justice, and the role of education
in societal transformation in Iran.
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