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Extended Abstract

The issue as why and how the modern educational system of Iran that simultaneously
kicked off with the establishment of Dar-al-Funun (the Academy of Arts ) in 1941
could gradually come under the dominance of the French educational system but fell
into the domain of nationalism in the late Qajar period and throughout the first Pahlavi
era, and that, when and to what extent these two formal and content areas could involve
the modern educational system of Iran is the subject the author intends to show their
connection through historical sources as well as documents and analyses in this
domain. To respond to the aforementioned questions, it is essential to know which of
the characteristics of the French educational system was associated with patriotic
tendencies of Iranians in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, which, too, were not
unaffected by transformations in Europe and West Asia. This article will show Iran’s
internal requirements, including domestic and border security, cultural and economic
transformation as well as medical necessities, along with the historical context of
Iranians' attention towards France and its well-known revolution, during Ahmad Shah
Qajar, a period also known for the constitutional consolidation. To bring into account
the political, cultural, and economic system led to the fact that the central government
should realize the aspiration of constitutionalists by adopting cultural unification under
the idea of national unity and the plan of modernity, with the help of two tools i.e.
modern education and bureaucracy.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern Iranian educational system first began with military concerns, but half
a century later its main concern was the reform in the political system and likewise,
emerged as a supporter of the constitutional movement. Shortly after World War I,
this system turned to be a claimant of Iranian nationalism. In all its three waves,
there were scientific-educational relations with the French educational system that
continued strongly until September 1941. Reviewing historical documents and their
cultural and social analysis, this article tries to examine this question and show how
did the most powerful and coherent cultural current of the late Qajar and early
Pahlavi periods i.e. nationalism emerge from historical and social circumstances of
Iran and the turbulent region in which it was located and how did this process used
the modern education as a way to achieve its goals.

FRENCH IN IRAN

The cooperation between Iran and France dates back to the beginning of the Qajar
era and several military agreements between the two. The relations between
Iranians and French became even wider with the establishment of Dar-al-Funun
(the Academy of Arts) and the arrival of foreign teachers and the subsequent
dispatching of the first batch of graduates to France as well as the presence of most
French teachers and doctors in Iran. So much so that many Iranian families
preferred France as a destination for their children to continue their education (see
Siddiq, 2018, 66). After returning to the country, they were the propagators of
French thought and culture in Iran.

Toward the end of the Nasserite period, the spread of French liberal thoughts,
which had become very popular worldwide after the French Revolution, could
occupy the minds of many Iranian libertarians so much so that the Shah of Iran
became unhappy over the issue and withdrew his support from the royal school of
Dar-al-Funun (Etemad-ol-Saltaneh, 1971, 524). However, the move could prove
futile as Iranian revolutionaries succeeded in imposing their demands on the ruler
sometimes later. The arrest and execution of constitutionalists by the next king, the
fall of the government and the capture of the capital, showed that the idea of
constitutionalism was now not a demand of an intellectual minority, but a universal
one. Hence, the conquerors of Tehran immediately put the reform of the education
system on their agenda to institutionalize the constitution and prevent the return of
tyranny. This great event caused the Iranian educational system to transform at the
national level and beyond and change from a scattered state, principally from
religious and low quality to a uniform and organized one with the focus on
territorial goals (Dolatabadi, 1992, 183).



IRANIAN NATIONALISM

The prevalence of nationalistic thoughts in Europe in the wake of World War 1 and
the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire in West Asia, one again made Iranians
think about reforming their national education system, this time with the
motivation of reviewing their historical and cultural heritage, showing love and
interest to their land and preserving national unity as a way to ensuring internal
cohesion, preventing foreign invasions of borders, forming a modern nation-state
and repelling natural and human disasters. In this peaceful movement, for Iranian
intellectuals and educational policymakers, France was more a reference point than
any other country. For Iranians, the French nationalism, which was associated with
passion and epic literature, was more attractive than the German nationalism,
which was accompanied by science, philosophy, and unifying ideas. The Turkish
nationalism was, too, considered an admirable model for the Pahlavi court.

These adaptations do not imply a lack of national initiative or aspects in the Iranian
educational nationalism because Iranian intellectuals, by composing three variables of
Iranianness, Islam and modern European sciences and technologies, sought to create a
new identity called Iranian modernity that could lead Iran's past and present to a bright
and progressive future (Adamit, 1972: 456; Tawfiq, 2018: 54-50).

CONCLUSION

From the outset, the modern educational system of Iran was not under the
dominance of the French system and Iranian students were dispatched to different
countries without any cultural bias and just for military and technical needs.
However, international developments, along with France’s reputation and similar
tastes of French and Iranians, especially their enthusiasm for national and patriotic
issues, made France more attractive to Iranians than any other country and its
education system more acceptable to Iranian politicians and policymakers.
However, these attentions were not entirely passive and devoid of initiatives, as
Iranians sought to combine their two valuable historical heritages, nationality and
religion, with an important feature of modernity i.e. modern science, and achieve a
single substance where these three components cannot be separated easily. This was
the matter of agreement, at least on demand, although there is a lot to talk about on
extent of the desired goals. Anyway, the Iranian higher education system, from the
conquest of Tehran by the constitutionalists until September 1940, has left behind
large and rich files on the national unity model in general, and the Iranian
modernity plan in particular, the share of which should be properly reviewed in its
contemporary history.
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