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The Qajar era was a period marked by significant educational and cultural transformations as
well as major popular movements. This period is regarded as an era of transition from traditional
Iranian society and culture to modernity. With the expansion of Iran’s relations with Europe, the
establishment of schools, and the dispatch of individuals to Europe for education, various fields
of modern knowledge gradually gained currency in Iran. Abbas Mirza, consciously emulating a
similar reform process implemented in the Ottoman Empire during the reign of Sultan Selim 11,
initiated military reforms under the title of the New Order (Nezam-e Jadid). These reforms
involved familiarization with European military technology and modern methods of training
soldiers and also served as a means of initiating several other measures, including sending
students abroad, translating European books, establishing printing presses, publishing
newspapers, and undertaking other similar initiatives. These developments contributed to a
greater awareness of Iran’s deficiencies and relative backwardness in comparison with Europe.
Accordingly, during this period, the perceived necessity for reform, the growing recognition of
domestic needs, the adoption of Western models, and the dispatch of students abroad constituted
the initial steps toward transforming the educational system of Qajar-era Iran. These
developments were initially pursued through the efforts of Abbas Mirza and Qa'im Magam
Farahani and were subsequently advanced by Mirza Tagi Khan Amir Kabir, thereby laying the
groundwork for Iran’s entry into the modern era. The principal research question of this study
is: What factor or factors led to the transition from the traditional educational system to a modern
educational system in Iran? The aim of this article is to examine the underlying conditions and
preliminary factors that facilitated this transition, as well as the process through which the
modern educational system was established.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The transition from the traditional educational system to a modern educational structure in Qajar-
era Iran constituted one of the most consequential dimensions of the country’s broader encounter with
modernity. Although Agha Mohammad Khan’s short reign did not provide sufficient opportunity for
substantial educational or cultural reform, the centralized political order he established was inherited by
Fath-Ali Shah at a time when European political, military, and economic transformations were
increasingly affecting Iran. The intensification of British and French competition for influence, together
with Russian military expansion and the wars between Iran and Russia, exposed the technological,
administrative, and military weaknesses of the Qajar state. Military defeats became a particularly
significant stimulus for reform because they forced members of the political elite to confront the structural
causes of Iran’s weakness in comparison with European powers. Azerbaijan, as the seat of Crown Prince
Abbas Mirza and his capable minister Qa'im Magam Farahani and as a region geographically closer to the
Ottoman Empire, Russia, and Europe, became the earliest center of reformist experimentation. Initially,
these reforms were predominantly military and technical. Abbas Mirza sought to reorganize the army,
acquire modern weapons, introduce European military techniques, and employ foreign expertise. Yet
military reform gradually generated a broader intellectual and educational agenda, since the acquisition of
military technology required translation, technical training, foreign-language learning, and the education
of Iranian students abroad. In this sense, the early educational reforms of the Qajar period were not
independent from the strategic crisis facing the Iranian state; rather, they emerged directly from a growing
awareness of Iran’s comparative weakness and the necessity of adopting selected aspects of European
knowledge and institutional organization (Adamiyat, 2005; Ringer, 2002; Rostami Hormoz, 2017).

The educational system inherited by the Qajars was predominantly traditional and can broadly be
divided into maktabs and madrasas. Maktabs were the principal institutions of elementary education and
generally provided children with basic literacy, Qur'anic reading, elementary arithmetic, Persian, and
rudimentary religious instruction, whereas madrasas were more specialized institutions whose primary
function was the education of religious students and the reproduction of the clerical scholarly tradition.
Although many madrasas existed in Iranian cities, madrasa education was considerably less widespread
than maktab education and was directed toward a more limited and specialized group. Traditional
education fulfilled important religious and social functions, yet its organization was largely decentralized,
and there was no unified governmental institution responsible for regulating curricula, teacher
qualifications, methods of instruction, or access to education. Maktabs themselves could be divided into
private and public forms. Private maktabs were generally accessible to affluent families and were
sometimes organized within elite households, while public maktabs constituted the most widespread
educational institutions in towns and villages. The establishment of a public maktab was usually dependent
more on the personal reputation and social acceptance of the maktab teacher than on formal administrative
authorization or standardized educational regulations. Some households also employed private tutors, a
practice that further reflected the social inequalities embedded in the traditional educational system.
Consequently, access to education varied significantly according to social status, location, and family
resources, and broad-based public education remained underdeveloped. Nevertheless, this traditional
system should not be viewed simply as an obsolete structure; it responded to the social and religious needs
of its historical context, even though by the nineteenth century its limitations became increasingly visible
to reform-minded intellectuals and officials who criticized its methods, curricular restrictions, and limited



capacity to prepare individuals for the scientific, technical, and administrative requirements of a changing
state (Dowlatabadi, 1983; Ghasemi Puya, 1998; Jamalzadeh, 2001; Pasandideh, 1996; Torabi Farsani, 2010).

One of the earliest and most influential mechanisms through which the foundations of modern
education were established was the dispatch of Iranian students to Europe. This policy, initiated under
Abbas Mirza, represented a deliberate attempt to acquire knowledge that could not yet be systematically
taught within Iran. Iranian students and trainees were sent abroad to study military sciences, engineering,
medicine, technology, industrial skills, and foreign languages, and upon returning they were expected to
serve in positions related to their areas of training. This process contributed to the transfer not only of
technical skills but also of new conceptions of schooling, administration, scientific inquiry, and
institutional organization. The idea that education could serve as an instrument of state reform and national
strengthening became increasingly important. Abbas Mirza’s reform agenda, influenced by similar
modernization efforts in the Ottoman Empire under Sultan Selim I11, included the adoption of European
military technology, the modernization of soldier training, the translation of European works, the
establishment of printing presses, and the gradual expansion of educational exchange with Europe. Europe
thus appeared simultaneously as a source of threat and as a model of scientific and institutional
development. Iranian travelers, diplomats, and students who visited Russia and Western Europe observed
factories, military academies, hospitals, observatories, scientific institutions, and modern schools, and
their travel accounts played an important role in disseminating the idea that Iran required systematic
educational reform. These observations increasingly encouraged the belief that national progress
depended upon the acquisition of modern knowledge and the establishment of institutions capable of
reproducing that knowledge within Iran itself. In this way, student missions to Europe acted as a bridge
between selective technical borrowing and the later emergence of organized modern schooling (Adamiyat,
2005; Eqgbal Ashtiani, 2004; Mahbubi Ardakani, 1991; Ringer, 2002).

Foreign educational institutions established in Iran during the reign of Mohammad Shah further
accelerated this transformation. American, French, British, German, and Russian missionaries and
educators created schools in several Iranian cities, including Urmia, Tabriz, Isfahan, Salmas, Hamadan,
Kerman, and Tehran. Although many of these institutions were originally established to educate religious
minorities and promote missionary objectives, they introduced educational practices, curricula, and
teaching methods that differed substantially from those of traditional maktabs and madrasas. The
American missionary school founded by Perkins in Urmia and the French school associated with Eugéne
Boré in Tabriz were among the earliest examples of modern-style schools in Iran. Their curricula included
subjects such as geography, history, arithmetic, geometry, foreign languages, crafts, and elements of the
modern sciences. French Lazarist activities expanded this model through the establishment of additional
schools, while American missions combined educational work with medicine, printing, and vocational
instruction. Some foreign schools gradually admitted Muslim students as well, thereby widening the social
impact of European-style education beyond Christian minorities. At the same time, these institutions were
politically and culturally controversial. Critics viewed missionary schools as instruments of foreign
influence capable of deepening religious or communal divisions and serving the broader strategic interests
of European powers. Nevertheless, even those who opposed their ideological objectives could not ignore
their educational influence. Foreign schools demonstrated the practical possibility of organized
classrooms, graded instruction, specialized subjects, modern textbooks, and foreign-language teaching.
French cultural initiatives, in particular, gained influence because France was often perceived by Iranian



reformers as less directly implicated than Britain and Russia in the territorial and political pressures facing
Iran. Thus, despite their diverse motives, foreign educational institutions became important intermediaries
in the transfer of modern educational models into Qajar society (Behnam, 1996; Mahbubi Ardakani, 1991;
Nateq, 1996; Ringer, 2002; Soltanian, 2010; Varahram, 2006).

The most decisive governmental step toward institutionalized modern education was the
establishment of Dar al-Funun under Mirza Taqi Khan Amir Kabir during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah.
Dar al-Funun marked a major departure from earlier educational patterns because it represented direct
state involvement in organized modern education. Its establishment reflected Amir Kabir’s conviction that
Iran could not overcome military, technical, and administrative weaknesses without developing domestic
capacity to train specialists. His earlier diplomatic missions to Russia and the Ottoman Empire had
exposed him to military schools, industrial establishments, technical institutions, and reform-oriented
administrative practices, reinforcing his belief in the necessity of a modern educational institution in Iran.
Dar al-Funun was not originally intended as a system of universal public education; rather, it was designed
primarily to meet the technical, military, medical, engineering, and administrative needs of the state.
Nevertheless, its significance extended far beyond its immediate vocational objectives. European
instructors were recruited because qualified teachers in the required scientific and technical disciplines
were largely unavailable in Iran. Instruction gradually combined theoretical learning with practical
training. Medical students received clinical instruction, engineering students participated in practical
surveying and construction exercises, and military students engaged in field activities alongside officers.
Scientific equipment and laboratory facilities were introduced, creating new possibilities for experimental
instruction. Dar al-Funun also facilitated the translation of European texts, the transmission of scientific
terminology, and the formation of a new class of educated officials and specialists. In institutional terms,
it represented an important shift from informal, decentralized, and primarily religious education toward
state-sponsored, specialized, secular-oriented instruction. It therefore became one of the clearest symbols
of the Qajar state’s gradual recognition that education was an essential instrument of military reform,
administrative modernization, and national development (Ghasemi Puya, 1998; Khormuji, 1965; Mahbubi
Ardakani, 1991; Mohit Tabatabai, 1996).

The transition from traditional to modern education in Qajar Iran was therefore not the result of a
single reform, institution, or individual, but of a cumulative historical process in which military defeat,
foreign political pressure, diplomatic contact, travel, translation, student missions, missionary activity,
state reform, and indigenous educational initiatives interacted over several decades. Abbas Mirza’s
military reforms created the initial demand for European scientific and technical knowledge; the dispatch
of students abroad expanded awareness of modern institutions; foreign schools demonstrated alternative
methods of organized instruction; travel accounts and translations widened the intellectual horizons of
reform-minded Iranians; and Dar al-Funun transformed the state from a largely passive observer of
education into an active institutional actor. Later, the establishment of national or community schools by
Iranian educational reformers, particularly figures such as Mirza Hasan Rushdieh, extended modern
education beyond the narrow technical and military objectives of the early reform period and contributed
to the emergence of broader conceptions of public instruction. The historical significance of this
transformation lies in the gradual redefinition of education itself: learning was increasingly understood
not only as religious formation or elite cultivation but also as a mechanism for scientific advancement,
administrative competence, national strengthening, social reform, and engagement with the modern world.



Although the traditional educational system did not disappear and continued to coexist with new
institutions, the Qajar period established the institutional and intellectual foundations upon which the later
development of modern Iranian education would be built.
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