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The Origins of Dabestan: Mirza Hasan Rushdiyeh and the Quest for New
Education

Mirza Hasan Rushdiyeh (1860(?)-1944) was a lower-ranking Azeri-Iranian cleric,
constitutionalist, and educational reformer who was a major pioneer of new (jadid)
primary schools in Iran. This article shows that in 1889 Rushdiyeb, through training
he had received in Beirut, introduced new schools into Iran based on changed pedagogy
and modern disciplines. It argues that although the schools drew fierce opposition from
maktab custodians and certain Qajar courtiers, they gradually increased in authority
until the Reza Shah state appropriated them, with some modifications, as normative
schooling called the dabestan. In English and Persian scholarship, we lack a
substantial history of Rushdiyeh’s new schools. Drawing on previously unexamined
sources, including his Iran and Ottoman diaries, this article examines Rushdiyeh’s
educational work in the broader intellectual and political history of the period.
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Introduction

In contemporary Iran, to be literate is to attend the dabestan. A new institution with
an approximately hundred-year history, the name dabestin emerged, or more precisely
was revived from old nomenclature, in the first Pahlavi period and was used to desig-
nate state-administrated primary education.! The pedagogical and disciplinary qual-
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"For early usage of the term, see the Ministry of Education’s annual report in vizdrat-e ma ‘arif, awqaf
va s andye -e mustagrafeh, Statistical Annual Report, 1932-33 (1311-12), 2. Under the primary edu-
cation (¢'alimat-e ebtediyi) heading, the document reports that in the year 1313 (1934), “97 dabestin
were established in the capital and provinces.” For naming conventions, with primary school designated
as dabestin,” sce ibid., 124.
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ities associated with the dabestan preceded the Pahlavi dynasty, however; they dated
back to about 1889 when the first new primary school opened in the city of
Tabriz. Surprisingly perhaps, the dabestin was neither a direct colonial intervention
nor a political project of the state in its origins—in contrast to much of Asia and
Africa, new primary education in Iran began through the initiatives of lower-
ranking ulema who later transformed into the new intellectuals of the Pahlavi
period. In the late Qajar period, they, in alliance with individual courtiers of a
reformist disposition, gathered around the cause of education reform. The refor-
mists were motivated by an intellectual discourse that linked collective salvation
to education reform, and did not benefit from an organized scheme by the
Qajar court. A key agent of this reform was a lower-ranking ‘dlim from the
city of Tabriz by the name of Mirza Hasan Tabrizi (later Mirza Hasan Rush-
diyeh). A critical examination of his educational work allows me to trace the
origins of the dabestin and make three major arguments. First, I emphasize its
new character: the dabestan was different from the maktab that preceded it, in
terms of spatial organization, demographics, curriculum, pedagogy, and discipline
and punishment.2 Rushdiyeh implemented new pedagogy in furtherance of
mass, functional literacy, and also took an interest in the disciplinary power of
modern life to manage teaching and learning. His new pedagogy and disciplines
were inspired by his travels in the world surrounding Iran, Russian-administrated
Armenia and Ottoman Beirut in particular. Second, I argue that the dabestin’s
formation was not an amicable transition but a contested one. Reformers disputed
with the pro-maktab ulema and conservative courtiers on the right manner of
educating children—disputes that were to become violent and deadly at times.
Third, I emphasize the intellectual initiative behind new education and a concur-
rent absence of an organized modernization program by Qajar political power.
Political power did not organize primary schools as a state program. However,
it aided, appropriated, or obstructed intellectual initiatives towards new education,
and new schools were either facilitated or hampered depending on the turning
tides of the Qajar court.

In English and Persian scholarship, we lack a substantial empirical history of Rush-
diyeh’s new schools.” Drawing on previously unexamined sources, including his Iran
and Ottoman diaries, the article examines Rushdiyeh’s educational work in the

broader intellectual and political history of the period, including the history of the

*I use new, instead of modern, in fidelity to the period’s primary sources, which use the phrase “new
schools” (madares-e jadid) as opposed to modern schools.

*The most substantial scholarly work on Rushdiyeh is Baqayi Shireh'jini, Zindaginameb. This is an
edited compilation of his diaries with an introduction, published in 2015 for the National Archives.
Non-scholarly biographical works written by his family are Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘umr; and Rushdiyeh,
Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh. Both works border on hagiography, and must be read with
caution. In modernist historiography, he receives marginal but celebratory mention. See as an example
Kasravi, Tarikh-¢ Mashriteh-ye Iran. English-language historiography also covers Rushdiyeh, but
briefly and without reliance on his diaries. For one of the more complete accounts, see Ringer, Education,
Religion, and the Discourse of Cultural Reform in Qajar Iran, 155-60.
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transition from the maktab to the dabestin.* Following Rushdiyeh inevitably brings
the dabestan to the center of the narrative. However, unlike previous studies this
article does not treat the dabestin as an “enlightened” successor to the “underdeve-
loped” maktab.’ Rather, via a study of Rushdiyeh’s travels, pedagogy, and school
administration, it attempts to explain, without modernist value-judgments, his
break from the maktab.

My data is based on visits to several national and private archives. They include his
diaries, letters to/from newly established Qajar ministries, school textbooks, and
internal school documents on records like finances and daily schedule. In addition
to Rushdiyeh-centered sources, I consulted memoirs by his contemporaries, Persian
newspapers from the period, Persian-language secondary sources on the makzab,
and Persian and English secondary literature on education reform in Iran and the sur-
rounding world. Using as my central sources the diaries of Rushdiyeh is not without
methodological challenges. In contested cases where other sources are unavailable for
cross-reference and confirmation, we are left only with our skepticism as to whether
Rushdiyeh’s account holds—this skepticism is particularly warranted as Rushdiyeh’s
contemporary, Yahya Dawlatabadi, regarded him as overestimating his role in edu-
cational (and we might add political) reform.® I therefore alert the reader to my skep-
ticism when Rushdiyeh’s account cannot be confirmed. However, Rushdiyeh’s
occasional pomp is not without justification either; as we shall see below, he pioneered
the first new primary school in Iran and remained a consistent advocate of new edu-
cation in turbulent times.

This article is written chronologically. It begins with Rushdiyeh’s own education as
a child, and then examines the events that transformed his vocation from a local
preacher to cosmopolitan educator, setting him on his Ottoman travels. It narrates
his acquisition of new pedagogy in Beirut, after which he instituted new primary
schools in Yerevan, Tabriz, Mashhad, and Tehran, with the aid of reformist allies.
It discusses the opposition he faced from maktab custodians, and demonstrates the
new qualities of the schools—in particular the use of disciplinary power in the

“This article does not discuss Rushdiyeh’s political activities in any detail. Rushdiyeh was also a sup-
porter of the Constitutional Revolution of 1906 and kept a diary of his activism during the interim con-
stitutional period. This diary is held at the National Archives but is also printed in Baghayi Shireh’jini,
Zindaginameh. Part of the political events diary appears to have been lost and is not available in manu-
script or printed form.

Three previous studies in English must be noted. Ordered by date of publication from oldest to
newest, they are: Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran; Menashri, Education and the
Making of Modern Iran; and Matthee, “Transforming Dangerous Nomads” .” Matthee brands the
maktab as “underdeveloped.” See Matthee, “Transforming Dangerous Nomads,” 314. Arasteh calls it
“limited” in Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 6. And, Menashri writes that “students were not
prepared for any useful occupation. The syllabus was totally irrelevant to the country’s needs.” See
Menashri, Education and the Making of Modern Iran, 41-2. For use of awakening and enlightenment
languagc, see as an example Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 99.

Dawlatabadi, Hayat-¢ Yahya, 226.
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management of teaching and learning, and the phonetic method for teaching the
alphabet, which, in contrast to the maktab, generated rapid and functional literacy.
It concludes with the last years of his educational activities in the two constitutional

periods.

The Early Years

Available sources provide different dates for Rushdiyeh’s birth. Two family biogra-
phies provided the dates 27 March 1860 (5 Ramadan 1276 AH) and an unspecified
day in 1851 (1267 AH).” Rushdiyeh himself recorded his birthday as 6 March 1862 (5
Ramadan 1278 AH).® Elsewhere in the diary, he implied that he was born in 1854.”
The contradictions make the setting of an exact date difficult, but we do know that
Mirza Hasan Tabrizi (later Mirza Hasan Rushdiyeh) was born near the middle of
the nineteenth century into a clerical family in the city of Tabriz. His forefathers
had lived in Talish, Gilan. Once Talish fell to the Afsharid king, Nadir Shah, the
family was held captive until they fled to near Tabriz, where they settled.'® Rush-
diyeh’s childhood coincided with the rule of the fourth and longest-ruling Qajar
king, Naser al-Din Shah. The Qajar monarchs shared their political power with the
social and epistemic authority of the Shia ulema, a collective that had consolidated
its power in the Safavid period and had become more secure under the more congenial
rule of Fath‘Ali Shih (d. 1834)."" As epistemic authority, they operated the edu-
cational system that taught and schooled those across all social classes who chose to
learn. Rushdiyeh’s father, a quietist (gisheb nishin) mujtahid by the name of
Akhiind Mullih Mehdi Tabrizi, sent Rushdiyeh to a public maktab by the age of
six—the maktab (short for maktabkhineb, plural makitib) was the traditional insti-
tution of primary learning in Iran. Muslims used the term 72akzab in a number of con-
texts, but all in reference to knowledge Production, teaching, and learning, including
the place where children were educated.'? The Persian variations on the Arabic word,
maktab, were the maktabkhaneh, (a)dabestin, and, in some sources like Tarikh-¢ Bay-

"Compare Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘wmr, with Rushdiyeh, Zindiginimeh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh.
Fakhr al-Din Rushdiyeh does not provide the day or month of the year, but since other accounts
provide Ramadan as the birthdate, the Gregorian equivalent would be 1851 (not 1852).

8Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 15 June 1915, in National Library and Archive Organization of Iran, Tehran,
Iran, 998/4311, p. 86, in Baqayi Shireh’JinT’s printed edition. For the reader’s ease of access, the remaining
page citations are to the printed edition. The editor of the diaries, Baqayi Shireh’Jini, argues that Shams
al-Din Rushdiyeh’s date must be the correct one but he seems to make a mathematical mistake in rejecting
the date given by Rushdiyeh, see ibid., 26. For this narrative, I assume Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh’s 1860 as
the date of birth.

’Rushdiyeh dated the composition of the diary to 15 June 1915 or 2 Sha‘'ban 1333 and then wrote
that “T am 63 today,” which would mean he was born in 1270 or 1854. See Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 85.

"Ibid., 85-6.

YEor an excellent account of Shia ulema power consolidation under the Safavids see Arjomand, The
Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam. For a history of ulema under the Qajars see Algar, Religion and
State in Iran.

'2Safa, Tarikh-¢ ulim va adabiyat-e irani, 7.
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haqqs, dabirestan.> Under the Reza Shah administration (1925-41), dabestin and
dabirestan came to designate primary and middle schooling respectively.14 Despite ter-
minological variations, Persian sources up until the end of the Qajar period generally
referred to the space where children learned to read and write as the maktab. For
example, the twelfth-century Persian poet, Nezami Ganjavi, describing the early devel-
opment and childhood of Khusraw in Kbusraw u Shirin, wrote:

DSy e Sl 4s ) G

After turning nine, he left the maktab

Going in battle with the lion and the dragon."

In nineteenth-century Iran, three forms of makatib educated children: the sister-
mullah maktab (makateb-e ikhind baji), the “public” maktab, and the “private”
maktab for the children of prominent ulema and aristocracy.lé Sister-mullahs,
loosely comparable to teachers in English dame schools, were generally of limited
learning and taught children aged four to seven in mixed-gender settings.'” Yahya
Dawlatabadi (b. 27 December 1862) described them as women who were mostly in
urban areas and their job was to nurse children ecither in their own homes or in the
houses of elites (mubtaramin). He added that these “women could read simple
expressions and had, based on religious belief, painstakingly acquired the Qur‘an,
[while] most of them were unable to write, and [he] wasted away his life not
knowing what he had learned from them.”'® Sister-mullah 7aktab served anything
between a few to over a hundred students, with more experienced students serving
as aids to the teacher—for example, by teaching the alphabet (orally) to an incoming
student. All ages and levels of learning assembled in the same room and received indi-
vidualized instruction. The educational mission was to acquaint students with the
alphabet, the Qur‘an, social etiquette, and Shariah obligations such as the performance
of ablution and prayer. Writing was not part of the curriculum, and everything was
taught orally. Material for writing was thus not made available to students. Each
day, students gathered around the instructor in a simple, carpeted room as she lay
against a large, hard pillow (zushakcheh) with a small table in front of her. Students
were instructed to memorize their readings, kneel before the teacher’s desk, and
repeat what they had committed to memory.'” Rote memorization was the routine

B74 al-Faqari and Haydari, Adabiyit-e maktab'kbineb-yi dar Iran, 16-17. The Arabic word kuztib
was also used occasionally in Persian literature to mean makzab, see ibid., 16.

MSce the Ministry of Education’s annual report in vizdrat-¢ ma ‘irif, awqaf va s andye ¢ mustagrafeh,
Statistical Annual Report, 1932-33 (1311-12), 124.

BIbid,, 15 (quoted here).

" Qasimi'piiya, Madiris-¢ jadid dar dawreh-ye Qajiriyeh, 45.

"Ibid., 46.

" Dawlatabadi, Hayir-e Yahya.

Y Qasim'paya, Madiris-e jadid dar dawreh-ye Qajariyeh, 47-8.
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examination method in sister-mullah schools, as it was in their more elaborate
counterparts, the public maktab. Students would either start their education at the
public 7aktab, as Rushdiyeh had done, or would go there after some schooling in
the sister-mullah schools. The public 7aktab met at mosques, shops (dukkan in the
singular), and private homes. There, students would make the transmon from oral
learning to writing and benefit from a more comprehensive curriculum.”® The text-
books children read were not authored by the teachers themselves or written
specifically for children. They were fragments from existing texts or personal writ-
ings. Dawlatabadi recounts that their teacher would give them his own transac-
tional writings (sanad- lm—ye i ‘amelati) that he had produced for his patrons
but were no longer needed.”! Teachers at the public maktab were lower-ranking
mullahs and although they were supposed to be more learned than their sister-
mullah counterparts, modernist memoirs hold them in contempt; their teaching
incompetence and harsh use of physical punishment are described—although
some are praised. The reformer Akhiindzadeh, for instance, praised his teacher
Mullah ‘Ali Asghar, because when the mullah taught him, his “hatred for
reading was fully eliminated. »22

Motivations for schooling were not uniform. Learning the Qur‘an was the primary
reason for many parents who sent their children to school, especially those who came
from more indigent ranks. Merchant families wanted their children to learn more,
such as writing and basic math for everyday use—for instance, to take an accounting
of family income and expenses. Some went to the maktab with the intention of
becoming a madrasa student, and thus a mullah or a mujtahid. After the makmb
there was the possibility to study further and become a mullah in the locahty
Those with higher ambition would go to prominent centers like Najaf and study
for many years to become a mujtahid. Aristocratic families (amir, mustufi, and
divini) sent their children to private maktab, which was spatially and demographically
segregated but had a pedagogy and curriculum similar to the public maktab. In the
Qajar period, some parents hoped that after the private maktab their children
would travel abroad to study new sciences. 2

At the maktab, the young Mirza Hasan displayed impressive abilities; the mullah
therefore selected him as his aid (kbalifeh) so he could help other students.”’ His class-
mates met Rushdiyeh early in thc morning and sought help with their subjects, in an
attempt to mitigate the mullah s frequent application of physical punishment due to
their lack of comprchcns1on Physical punishment was routinely applied without
complaint from pupils’ parents. This practice instilled in the young Rushdiych an

2Obed 49.
Dawlatabadl Hayat-¢ Yahya.
22Qasimi’ puya, Madaris-¢ jadid dar dawreh-ye Qajiriyeh, 52-3 (quoting Akhundzadeh).
*Examples from the period under study are Rushdiyeh himself, as we will see later, and Kasravi. See
Kasrav1 Zindagéni-ye man, 50.
Qas1m1 puya, Maddris-e jadid dar dawreb-ye Qajariyeb, 60.
*Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-e ‘ums.
*Ibid., 16.
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carly dislike for the 72aktab, an aversion he shared with his intellectual contemporaries,
including in newspaper articles that argued against the compatibility of phxsical dis-
cipline on the one hand, and good teaching and upbringing on the other.”

From Local Preacher to Cosmopolitan Educator

Rushdiyeh studied at the makzab for five years and then continued his studies for
another eleven in subjects such as figh until he gained the authority of a local
preacher at the age of twenty-two (in 1882).® With his father’s permission, he
became a preacher (vd‘ez) at the local Imamzadeh mosque, named Charandab.
While preaching, his life trajectory changed after a supposed encounter with the
crown prince (vali ‘abd), Muzaffar al-Din Shah. The crown prince liked to
spend leisure time in a garden north of the capital and would occasionally
choose Tabriz as his return route. When the prince was returning via Tabriz, he
decided to visit the Imamzadah where Rushdiyeh was preaching against the injus-
tice of “the oppressor.” Upon seeing the crown prince, Rushdiyeh immediately
changed the content of his speech, thinking to himself that he “must be the
most hypocritical of people, that [in fear of] a certain oppressor he has abandoned
the application of God’s command to him and has interrupted his speech to talk
about something else.””® After this incident, Rushdiyeh left off preaching altogether
for a brief period of solitude and inactivity, until, with parental permission, he
decided to leave for a pilgrimage to Mashhad. Before going to Mashhad, Rushdiyeh
went to Yerevan, Armenia and spent Ramadan there.>® Prior to the nineteenth
century, the Safavid dynasty controlled Yerevan. In 1828, the Qajars surrendered
control to Russia, according to the Treaty of Turkomantchay. Iran’s past political
power over Yerevan and the geographic proximity between Yerevan and Tabriz
connected the two cities together, and many from Tabriz would reside or visit
there.’! While in Yerevan, Rushdiyeh reported that he was spending time in a
public park (bigh-¢ ‘umiimi) when he saw a door open. Several hundred students
wearing hats and backpacks exited and dispersed in different directions. Two of
them passed Rushdiyeh, and he heard them speaking in Turkish. Calling them
over to inquire where it was that they were coming from, they replied: “we
study.” The subjects they studied included Islamic jurisprudence. Rushdiyeh
asked the children a few questions and was astonished at their level of comg)rehen—
sion—superior to what children of Tabriz would learn at the same age. % This

27See as an example, “Short Discourse on Children’s Upbringing (Sukbani chand dar tarbiyat-e
kiidakan),” Akbtar, vol. 7, p. 5323.

*Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘wmr. This level of education is confirmed in Yahya Dawlatabadi’s account as
well. He wrote that “Rushdiyeh [had] roughly elementary level knowledge among the ulema.” See Daw-
latabadi, Hayar-e Yahya.

*Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 86-7.

*%Ibid., 87.

*'For a description of some of these connections, see the 1811 travelogue by Shirazi, Safzrnimeh, 104.

**Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 87.
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raised Rushdiyeh’s curiosity, and he arranged a meeting with the teacher of reli-
gious sciences, Hajj Mullah Bager Akhind, with whom Rushdiyeh had previous
acquaintance. Mullah Bager had been a student of Rushdiyeh’s father for eight
years prior to his residence in Yerevan. He informed Rushdiyeh of the children’s
program, and although it remains unspecified in his diaries, it must presumably
have included new pedagogy. Hearing of the school’s program, the former preacher
found new inspiration and decided to act in “God’s path” and establish something
comparable for the “children of Islam.” Mullah Bager then advised Rushdiyeh that
he must go through several steps: he must first acquire new pedagogical principles.
Then he must receive a certificate from Russia’s teachers’ college, learn Russian, and
become a Russian subjcct.33 According to Russian regulations, he would then be
permitted to teach Islamic subjects to Muslim children at public schools for one
hour per week. Muslims, Rushdiyeh was then informed, were not permitted to
institute independent schools in the city because Russian authorities wanted to
keep Muslims mixing with non-Muslim students.>* It appears these regulations
were not fully enforced or that Rushdiyeh was able to receive exemption from
them by instituting his school as one for foreign (Iranian) subjects, because
when in 1884 he returned from his Ottoman travels he established a school exclu-
sively for Iranian-Muslim children, and without meeting the specified conditions.

After this conversation, Rushdiyeh abandoned earlier plans to go to Najaf for
further studies, and instead decided to acquire new pedagogy and turned to the refor-
mist newspaper Akhbtar for direction.”® Akbtar was a Persian-language paper edited
and produced by exilic intellectuals in Istanbul and sent into Iran, where it had a
sizable audience. The young Rushdiyeh had learned via the newspaper that in
Tabriz each maktab would only produce one literate student for every ten it
trained.>® This was in sharp contrast to Europe, where almost all students would
become literate.” Rushdiyeh’s aim was to find a teachers’ association that was
suited to and accepted Muslim teachers and trained them in new pedagogical prin-
ciples. He wrote to the editors of Akhtar with his query, and they informed him of

33According to the Educational Act of 1873 imposed on Armenia in 1874, the teachers in public
schools were required to be citizens of Russia. See Sarafian, History of Education in Armenia, 265.

*Rushdiych, Diaries, 88.

*Ibid. Cf. Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh’s account that does not record the Yerevan inspiration but does
mention Rushdiyeh’s interest in reformist newspapers motivating the quest for new pedagogy. See Rush-
diyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘umr.

3GRushdIyeh, Ottoman Diaries, Behdokht Roshdich’s private archives, 1936, 5. A separate study, exam-
ining the period’s Persian journals in particular, is needed to contextualize Rushdiyeh’s interest in mass
literacy. There was an intellectual interest in mass literacy before literacy became a project of the Pahlavi
state. Iranian studies scholarship has not looked at mass literacy in any detail, in contrast to Ottoman
studies scholarship. As an example, see Yousef, Composing Egypt.

*For a survey of literacy in Europe, see Vincent, The Rise of Mass Literacy. This study confirms
Akhbrar's information at the time. In 1880s England, for example, both male and female illiteracy was
slightly under 20 percent. By the final third of nineteenth century, in much of northern and western
Europe, illiteracy was driven down to 10 percent and below, see ibid., 9-10.
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a soon-to-be instituted association by the British in Cairo. Thereafter, Rushdiyeh set
out on his Ottoman travels.>®

Tranian Educator in the Ottoman Center

Traveling via Tiflis, Rushdiyeh began with the capital, Istanbul. He journeyed to the
Ottoman Empire in about 1882, thirteen years after an imperial decree on education
reform.”” Before this decree, education for Muslim subjects of the empire consisted of
the sibyan mektebi (“Qur‘an school”) at the elementary level and madrassas at higher
levels. Responsibility for providing education to children of common people was left
not to the imperial center, but to persons within the community acting on their own
initiative, as was the case in Qajar Iran. A typical sibyan mektebi consisted mostly of
one room, which was often located in the vicinity of a mosque and directed by a
member of the lower ulema, called hoca. Wealthy Muslims mainly founded these
schools, and their maintenance was secured by religious foundations for public pur-
poses (vakif), as well as by the weekly payments of parents to the hocas, and there is
no evidence that these institutions were controlled or inspected by a central organ,
but in many cases the donors monitored the qualifications of the hocas, such as ensur-
ing that they were informed about figh and led a righteous life. As in Iran, Ottoman
sibyan mektebi had a diverse student body all in the same room with varying ages and
degrees of knowledge.*® In 1869 an imperial decree on education, based on French
models, attempted to modify the character of premodern education. Broadly, the
decree provided for centralization, discipline, and compulsion in education for all sub-
jects.*! Tt attempted to undo the mixture of students, separating them based on age
and knowledge under several tiers all the way from primary education to higher edu-
cation. The primary level carried the same name of the sibyan maktabs but had to
operate under new rules. In addition to being compulsory for all and under the
general supervision of Istanbul, the sibyan was reserved for girls aged 6-10 and boys
aged 7-11 with a duration of four years where the alphabet, among other subjects
such as Ottoman history and the Qur‘an, was to be taught.*> As was the case pre-
viously, non-Muslim communities would have their own religious instruction. The
second tier was the rusdiye schools. Children would enroll at the rusdiye schools at
age ten (girls) and eleven (boys), also for four years. They were to be introduced to
“religious” subjects, Ottoman grammar, orthography and composition, Arabic and
Persian through new methods, bookkeeping, arithmetic, drawing/drafting, introduc-
tion to geometry, general history and Ottoman history, geography, gymnastics, and

*Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 8. Rushdiych does not mention Beirut or Istanbul in this diary and simply says
he went to Egypt for two and a half years. Cf. the Ottoman Diaries where he goes to Istanbul, Cairo, and
Beirut (in that order) and spends the most time (about two years) in Beirut. See below for details.
39 . .
The Ottoman Diaries do not provide an exact date.

OSomel, The Modernization of Public Education, 17-29.

?For a translation of this decree, see Evered, Empire and Education under the Ottomans, 206.
21 -
Ibid., 208.
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the language commonly used in the school’s vicinity. Certain “motivated” students
living in trade zones could also study French in their fourth year. Rushdiyeh’s assess-
ment of the Ottoman schools he visited was mixed. He commended the children for
their efforts, writing that they applied themselves to learning and all enjoyed their time
at school. He opined that this was because of the teachers’ approach: they treated chil-
dren with extraordinary compassion and kindness. However, his opinion was other-
wise negative. He found the supposedly reformed schools of Istanbul to be in an
inferior state. He found no principles of pedagogy for generating functional hteracy
This assessment was probably true in the context of Rushdiyeh’s interests, because
carly attempts at educational reform in the Ottoman Empire did not meet expected
goals. For example, the intent of reformers was for children to acquire functional lit-
eracy at the sibyan level to spare the rusdiye schools this task. But in practice, many
children would come to the rusdiye schools still illiterate.

The Baladiyeh school of Cairo. Having lost hope in the Ottoman center, Rushdiyeh
traveled to Cairo. There, he visited the manager of the Persian-language Hikmar news-
paper, Mirza Mehdi Khan Tabrizi. He desired to be introduced to those known in the
organization of schools and the arts of pedagogy. Mirza Mehdi Khan Tabrizi took Rush-

diych to what he claimed was the new, reputable Baladiych school the next day.*> At the
primary level, the school consisted of fourth through sixth grades. According to Rush-

diyeh, children spent the first through third grades at the makzab (in Ottoman nomen-
clature szbyzm me/etebz and in Arabic kuttab in the plural), after which they enrolled at
the Baladiych.*® The Iranian traveler soon learned that in terms of pedagogy, the Bala-
diyeh school was not terribly different from its 7aktab counterpart. Rushdiyeh thought
instruction in the fourth grade was deficient. Most children, he wrote, had memorized
prayers written in their textbook, but could not recognize the letters or read the prayers.

Even though most of their texts had short vowels (721 arab bud) students were unable
to read because of the teacher’s failure to teach the alphabet.”” Rushdiych tried his luck
with the sixth grade at the school as well. Students read a text on ctiquette (akblig).
Even with the use of short vowels, they made plenty of mistakes. The teacher did not
seem to care, Rushdiyeh wrote, and incorrect reading and writing even at higher
grades were thought to be how thmgs were and always would be. In fact one teacher
told Rushdiyeh that children were “accustomed to” to incorrect writing** What Rush-
diyeh had failed to find at the Baladiyeh school, rapid and functional literacy, began to
appear in Egypt a few decades after his visit. Egyptian schooling at the turn of the twen-
tieth century was differentiated from previous educatlonal projects in its unrelenting
focus and success in achieving basic, functional literacy.*” Rushdiych scemed to have

“Rushdiych, Ottoman Diaries, 12.

44Somel The Modernization of Public Education, 46-7.
“Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 15.

“Ibid., 16.

“1bid., 17.

“Ibid, 27.

Yousef, Composing Egypt, 83.
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recognized this change in his diaries at the time of its writing. Citing 1915 statistics
on schools in Egypt, he wrote, “today [i.e. 1936], Egypt is known as the abode of
knowledge.”so

Overall, in Istanbul and Cairo Rushdiyeh learned nothing on principles of peda-
gogy. He thought that the children who do become literate and continue with
their education achieve this only because of the mutual compassion between teachers
and students.”’ The mutual compassion he saw during his Ottoman travels was absent
in schools in Tabriz, and he adds that physical punishment and mutual enmity were
the norms in his city.52 As mentioned previously, in makatib of Tabriz and Qajar Iran
more broadly physical punishment was routinely applied without complaint from
parents. Popular idioms would even celebrate this practice:

Gl Ja 25048 jn Gl Kales
The teacher’s stick is a lower, whomever is not hit is a lunatic
2pd o S A Q@ )
From the stick’s hit, the bear becomes a mullah.>>

Though corporeal punishment of children was an accepted fact of life, some restric-
tions did exist. According to one source, teachers would generally not punish chil-
dren under the age of ten. In most cases, contact with head and face was to be
avoided, although there are reports of children losing eyes or ears because of exces-
sively hard punishment applied to their face and heads.”* Students were beaten
with thin pieces of wood, or were subjected to bastinado (falak)—being struck
on their feet. Alternatively, children were imprisoned for brief durations in dark
basements (siyah chil) of the homes in which classes were held.’®> Punishment
was sometimes gendered; pinching and inserting nails into skin were applied to
girls only. A less physical method of punishment was for the teacher to join
voices with students and curse the wrongdoer.% Iranian novelist Mu h ammad
* Ali Jamalzadeh (b. 1892) recounted corporeal punishment in some detail in
his memoirs. He wrote that the teacher would have the children recite the follow-
ing: “I must say the tashdid roughly. I must recognize the hamza on alif as an alif.
If T do not, I shall be hit on my palm and feet a hundred times to know it as

such.”” He added:

Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 31.

>'Ibid., 28.

>Ibid,, 19, 28.

zZZﬁ al-Faqari and Haydari, Adabiyat-e maktab'kbineb-yi dar Iran, 62 (quoting the idioms).
Ibid., 64.

55Qésimi’pﬁyzi, Madaris-e jadid dar dawreb-ye Qajariyeh, 51.

%7 al-Faqari and Haydari, dabiyit-¢ maktab'khaneh-yi dar Irin, 67.

7Jamalzadeh, Sar va tah-e yak karbas.
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From that very first day I set foot in the maktab, I was like a bird in a cage. My
heartbeat had not slowed down yet, when the akbund, in enmity and anger ... as
if he had a prolonged grudge against me, an innocent child, asked my name. I
said, with a shaky voice, “Sayyid Muhammad Ali” He said to me, “Sayyid
Muhammad Ali, know that they call this place makzab. It’s not a place for
fooling around or for playing If you move an inch, I will put your nails on the bas-
tinado ... ” Hearing this, I became speechless; I lost my breath and began to cry.58

Soon after this directive, Jamalzadeh was punished by bastinado for not under-
standing what homework was expected of him. “In that hour,” he wrote, “at once I
became fearful and uninterested in knowledge, literacy, and writing.”>” This lack of
compassion was reciprocated by children, who would punish their teachers in calcu-
lated ways. Rushdiyeh wrote that a few of the makatib in Tabriz were known for stu-
dents forming into a group, two or three times per year, to beat their teacher with his
own stick. The animosity between teachers and children would go so far, he wrote,
that children would bury a jar of explosives (barit) under the teacher’s seat, which
would be set off in order to injure the teacher.”” The Qajar diplomat and Rushdiyeh’s
reformist rival in education reform, Mirza Mehdi Khan Mumtahin al-Dawleh, wrote
that he was severely punished for another child’s inattention. In retaliation, the young
Mumtahin al-Dawleh managed to purchase some fireworks. Before the teacher
entered the room, he created a large hole (gudil) under the teacher’s seat, hid the fire-
works there and connected them to their head-string (fizileh), which he had control
over. When the teacher came in and was about to sit, Mumtahin al-Dawleh set it off,
causing the teacher to be thrown upwards, hitting the ceiling and breaking his hand.
The circle of violence continued, with the teacher punishing both children so severely
that they attempted suicide—one by stabbing his stomach and the other by jumping
off the balcony—but failed. Their failed attempt compelled their fathers to replace the
akhiind with another teacher.®! Rushdiyeh converged with his intellectual contempor-
aries in his conviction that corporal punishment is antithetical to learning. In Istanbul
and Cairo, he had seen how the lack of punishment and mutual compassion enabled
some learning even in the absence of principles of pedagogy. Not having found these
principles, or, as he put it, not having found “the medicine for his sickness” in Cairo,
Rushdiyeh set out for Beirut.®

Principles of pedagogy in Beirur. Rushdiyeh spent two years (1882-84) in Beirut,
where he acquired his new pedagogy, which he would then introduce to Muslim chil-
dren in Armenia and Iran. In Beirut, Rushdiyeh met with a former acquaintance,
Mirza Javad Khan, who was employed at the Iranian consulate (qunsil). Mirza

>3Ibid., 51.

*Ibid., 52.

GORushdinh, Ottoman Diaries, 19.

61Q§simi’pﬁyi, Madaris-e jadid dar dawreh-ye Qdjariyeh, 86-8 (quoting the memoirs of Mumtahin al-
Dawleh).

62Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 32.
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Javad Khan recommended a French-instituted school, which was established via local
requests to train teachers for the reform of primary education.®? Rushdiyeh did not
seck foreign or missionary schools like the Alliance Frangaise or their teachers in
Iran, and instead looked to the Ottoman world. In fact, memoirs of Iranian edu-
cational activists, including Rushdiyeh, made no significant mention of missionary
and foreign schools in Iran.®* Rushdiyeh did not clarify why he went to the
Ottoman world instead of seeking new pedagogy at Iran’s missionary schools. Based
on our incomplete information about missionary schools around the year 1882,
two reasons may be suggested.65 First, these schools appeared to have primarily
taught Christian subjects to Iranian Christians, and when Muslims enrolled, their cur-
riculum was heavily focused on foreign languages and sciences, such as French language
and literature.%® It is not clear if, in the period at issue, these schools were teaching
Persian or Arabic alphabet, language, literature, and Islamic subjects. Moreover, and
perhaps more significantly, Rushdiyeh may have believed that association with mis-
sionary schools would imperil his already precarious plan to go against makztab edu-
cation. Acquiring new pedagogy by Ottoman Muslims (even if mediated by the
French) and for Muslims, without a missionary connection, was less of a liability.

Rushdiyeh did not seek mission educators in Iran or elsewhere, but he did receive
the tutelage of French educators in a Beirut school intended for Muslim children. The
school’s French director (74 is) was perplexed that locals needed instructions on how
to teach their native (Arabic) alphabet. His hope was that when the French alphabet
was taught to children, local teachers would gradually apply the same method to teach-
ing the Arabic alphabet.67 Appearing anti-colonial in his view, the director thought
educating young children in a foreign language first would have a negative impact
on their body (jism), soul (rih), and manners (kbulq).Gg Rushdiyeh told the director
that he wanted to apply their methods to the teaching of the Arabic alphabet, and he
was provided with a contract and an eight lira salary per month, subject to an
increase.”” Before the first day of instruction, the director conversed patiently with
Rushdiyeh on the first-grade program and the principles of pedagogy. Rushdiych
saw this opportunity as “God-sent,” although he was anxious as much of what
heard was in French. Still, he was informed of what went on (presumably a translator
was present).”’

©Ibid.

“Ringer, Education, Religion, 143. Ringer does not make specific mention of Rushdiyeh.

®For a study of missionary schools (those operated by the French in particular) in the Qajar period
and after, see Natiq, Kirnamabh-i farbangi-i farangi dar Irin. See also Arasteh, Education and Social Awa-
kening in Iran, 114.

®For an explanation of the curriculum in Alliance Frangaise in the constitutional years, with “the
most important” subjects being French language and literature, see ibid., 112.

’Rushdiych, Ottoman Diaries, 33.

“Ibid., 34.

“Ibid,, 35.

7%Ibid., 36. He mentions a translator (no name is given) who accompanies him in Beirut, see ibid., 51.
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On opening day, in addition to 700 students in other grades, thirty students aged
between five and seven enrolled in the first gracle.71 The thirty students entered the
classroom and took their seats (nimkat) facing two blackboards, one of which had
horizontal lines and the other slanted lines.”” The boards were used for interactive
teaching of the alphabet, not seen in the makitib of Tabriz. An English teacher speak-
ing in Arabic taught the class. He had an understanding of pedagogy, Rushdiyech
wrote, and spoke simply and slowly.73 On the first night of school activity, Rushdiyeh
claimed to have suggested to the director that he teach the Arabic alphabet as follows:
he wanted to teach one letter and its writing one day, and another letter the next,
which students would then combine to create words that they would write and pro-
nounce. The sounding of Arabic letters was crucial; Rushdiyeh thought that if they
were sounded out and pronounced correctly, students would make no mistake in
writing them. He intended to break up words into their sound constituents, so the
child knew which letters were pronounced and how. The director and other teachers
approved of this method, and informed Rushdiyeh about phonetic approaches to
learning the French alphabet invented years before.”* In this context, Rushdiyeh
learned the effectiveness of teaching the Arabic alphabet phonetically as opposed to
the name-based method used at the maktab. In the maktab, the alphabet was
taught based on the names of the vowel and the letter. The word bir (meaning
load), for example, was taught as follows: 3sde ) el Glaa 4 5 L Al a4 @
B by the sound of alif, ba, and by the silent r becomes bar. In contrast, the pho-/ Jb
netic method approached the word based on how each individual letter sounded. The
b sound combined with the a sound becomes ba, combined with the r sound becomes
bar (b 2sése- L 3s8ue 14).”> Rushdiyeh wanted to change the maktab approach to
the phonetic method he had learned (or, in his own estimation, discovered in conver-
sation with the director). He believed that the phonetic teaching of the alphabet
would enable rapid and functional literacy. This proved true, he wrote. In one
week, five lessons were completed and students were able to break up a word, dis-
tinguish the sounds, and spell it when the word was read out clearly. Rushdiych
then arranged a public exam for students in front of the director, other teachers,
and guests that included the children’s parents and notables of the city, among
them the modernist mufti Muhammad ‘Abduh. They were to ask students to read
and write any word from the following taught letters: s ) )22 ¢ ). On examination
day, the attendees dictated certain words to students which they first pronounced and
then wrote down, all correctly.76 Rushdiyeh later became known for the phonetic
method upon his return to Iran. The method was widely adopted, including in the
emerging teachers’ colleges. Dawlatabadi, who was otherwise critical of Rushdiyeh’s

"Mbid,, 37.

71bid., 39.

7Ibid.

"Ibid., 42.

75Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-e ‘wmr. For similar examples, see Qasimi'puya, Madiris-e jadid dar dawreh-ye
Qdjariyeh, 72, 201.

76Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 46-8.
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claim to senior status in education reform, did concede that it was Rushdiyeh who
pioneered the new, phonetic teaching of the alphabet

Although Rushdiyeh was very much committed to the phonetic method of teaching
the alphabet toward rapid literacy, he did not show an interest in changing the form of
the Arabic-Persian script. Intellectual arguments that connected the alphabet to higher
literacy, and, more broadly, to large-scale reform of society, were common in the late
nineteenth century. The Georgia-based intellectual Mirza FathAli Khin Akhiind’za-
deh, who directed his critical energies towards Qajar Iran, was the most radical advo-
cate of alphabet change, connecting its transformation to Iran’s salvation. Arguing
that the Arabic script hinders literacy, thus obstructing the spread of new sciences
and ideas, which in turn prevents large-scale reform, he invented a new script and pre-
sented it to a certain educational association (anjuman-e dinesh) in Istanbul, but it
was never pursued seriously via either intellectual consensus or educational initiat-
ives.” Newspapers too had occasional entries on the reformatron of the “Islamic
script,” arguing that the supposedly easier “Western script” was tied to the children’s
effective learning and broader civilizational progress. Others tried to provide for the
legitimacy of change in the so-called Islamic script from the perspective of Shariah,
relying on the historical precedent of the Kufi script. The Qur‘an was initially com-
mitted to writing in this script, but the Abbasid official and calligrapher ibn Mugq]la,
with juristic approval, changed the Kufi script to kbatt-e naskh, from which many
other calligraphic forms emerged. If the original script of the Qur an could change
substantially, the argument went, so could the Arabic scrrpt Rushdryeh did not
share the same anxiety over the form of the script; nor did he, as far as our evidence
suggests, partake in the conceptual debate. His concern was the manner in which the
alphabet was taught and he believed sound-based teaching of the alphabet would
enable early and functional literacy irrespective of what the script looked like.

As the term progressed, Rushdiyeh authored his own lessons, a practice that was
entirely foreign to the maktab teachers who selected existing texts for children. In
three months, he taught fifty lessons from his self-authored textbook, The Foundations
of Learning (bedayat al-t ‘alim).*° After the program, students took three months off.
Rushdiyeh took this time away from the school in the ﬂower ﬁlled Levant countryside,
Mount Lebanon, along with the director and his famrly Rushdiyeh returned to
teach functional literacy to elementary students and also added lessons from S‘adf’s
Gulistin. In one year, students read three chapters from Gulistan that included
about a hundred stories. Rushdiyeh reports, probably with some exaggeration, that stu-
dents memorized the stories, recited them from memory, and translated them from
Persian into Arabic.®* Once the year ended, Rushdiyeh asked for a “recommendation”

""Dawlatabadi, Hayit-e yahya.
78See Akhandzadeh, Alifba-ye jadid.
7 As an example of this argument, see “The Reform of Script and Writing (Islih-¢ khatt va kitabat),”
Akhtar, vol. 3, 1785-86.
Rushdryeh Ottoman Diaries, 48.
*'Ibid., 50.
PIbid, 53.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2020.1744429 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2020.1744429

262 Zarrinnal

(shabadar) from the director before his planned return to Iran. The director wrote one
on his behalf stating that the Iranian educator entered the “dar al-mu alimin” in
Beirut—which must be a reference to the French-run school and not a state-run tea-
chers” college comparable to those that gained prominence a few decades later—to
learn principles of school management and pedagogy, that he spent two years there
and that he was qualified to manage a school at the elementary and middle levels.®?
Rushdiyeh intended to put his training and the new pedagogy into use upon his
return to Tabriz, but fearing maktab opposition at home he first established a
school in Yerevan.®*

The First Yerevan Schools

In about 1884, Rushdiyeh met with his brother Mirza Hajji Aqa, who had moved to
Yerevan where he led a simple life. Rushdiyeh sought his brother’s help in opening a
school. Fearing communal opposition to the new-style education, Mirza Hajji Aqa
agreed reluctantly and began recruiting his connections to have their children study
there. Meanwhile, Rushdiyeh sought permission for his educational enterprise not
from Russian authorities but from the local Muslim judge (gdd:). Mullah Bager
had advised him that he must visit the gddi, but refrain from informing him
about the specifics of what he intended to do. Maintaining an air of innocence,
Rushdiyeh submitted his request along with sweets, and obtained written permission
to begin work. 85

Rushdiyeh combined reading with writing instruments from the first day of instruc-
tion—this puzzled the residents because the old maktab would teach students orally
for five or six years before they had any engagement with the pen.®® Rushdiych saw
a link between literacy and directing children to write words from their mother
tongue, which for the Iranian children at his school was the same Turkish as
spoken in Tabriz.®” Principals (mudir in the singular) of other makatib complained
to local authorities about the unconventional teaching of Turkish, saying that Rush-
diyeh had been sent by the Ottomans to convert their children from Shia to Sunni
Islam. City inspectors (muftishin) thus came and saw that the writings were in
Azeri Turkish and not Ottoman Turkish. One inspector, who appeared most
senior in age, refused to side with the residents, telling them that they should thank
Rushdiyeh as he was eliminating the need for government-operated and regulated
schools—which were seen in many localities as intruding upon age-old ulema and

831bid., 54. In his diaries, Rushdiyeh wrote that the letter was dated 1281 (1864 CE). This date is
mcorrcct because Rushdiyeh was a child at that time.
84Rushdiyeh also reports that he stopped in Istanbul where, through contact with the Iranian ambas-
sador, he experimented with his new method and successfully taught reading to thirty elementary Iranian
students, see Rushdiyeh, Ortoman Diaries, 54.
BRushdiyeh, Diaries, 88-9.
*Ibid., 89.
87Accordmg to Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh, the children in attendance were Iranian. See Rushdiyeh,
Savineh-e ‘umr.
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communal ways of life. He thus wrote a report that would not alarm his superiors; but
the local gidi had a different opinion. He sent an agent (4 mir) to inform Rush-
diyeh that his teaching methods constituted innovation (bed ‘ar in Persian) under
Islamic law and were thus illegal, telling the educator he must either teach according
to old principles or close his school.®® Thereafter, Rushdiyeh voluntarily closed his
school but began to rent properties for new schools in adjacent lands. He hired tea-
chers who had graduated from public Russian schools and asked them to teach in
Turkish until he was able to hire Persian-speaking teachers and write textbooks in
Persian, which along with Arabic were lettered languages in Iran where he intended
to establish new schools. He employed his brother for religious studies, and, at his sug-
gestion, named the new school “Rushdiyech”—an Ottoman term (rusdiye) used for
reformed middle schools of the zanzimat period—which Mirza Hasan Tabrizi later
adopted as his own surname. In contrast to the mixed makzab, the Rushdiyeh
school had three separate grades and he provided students with leisure time in
between classes. Rushdiyeh was careful not to provide his agitators with easy cause
for attack. As it was considered unbelief (k#fr) to ring a bell, he came up with
poems that students would sing in a rhythm mimicking the music of the adhan, to
declare the beginning or end of the period, and to implement order, for instance to
alert students that the break was over and it was time to form a queue and return
to class. Students would thus sing as follows: “whoever secks knowledge and
wisdom / know that it’s time for queues to be formed.”®® The song substituted for
the bell.

Rushdiyeh’s newly opened school increased its enrollment, which meant additional
tuition fees. With the extra revenue, Rushdiych subsidized indigent children. The
school became popular across the Caucasus, he wrote. Russian, Armenian, and
Muslim parents visited and examined the program. They would test children’s learn-
ing during break times and were very pleased.90 One day, Rushdiyeh wrote, the
Russian science minister (vazir-e ‘ulim) visited the school, the result of which was
a personal invitation, with the carriage provided, to a nearby city for a meeting
with the minister, during which he applauded Rushdiyeh’s pedagogical achieve-
ments.”’ Rushdiyeh spent long hours devising the curriculum and his passion took
him all the way through the night until he heard the morning call to prayer. He
authored two books in Turkish for teaching the alphabet, one designed for students
and the other for teachers. The new textbook fanned fear in the community

88Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 89.

*’Ibid., 90.

*Ibid.

'Rushdiyeh had the benefit of local translators in this meeting. See ibid., 92-3. Rushdiyeh was also
invited to and attended a tsar crowning ceremony before he opened the first Tehran school. The invita-
tion came from his Caucasian friend, the intellectual ‘Abd al-Rahim Talibuf. It is narrated at length in
Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 97. Later, Talibuf donated to the cause of education reform. It is reported
that Talibuf had arranged for a monthly donation of 20 suman starting on 8 March 1905, to be sent to
Rushdiyeh (after the educator had a falling out with Amin al-Dawleh’s son and opened the new school
named maktab). See Rushdiych, Savaneh-¢ ‘umr.
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because of the use of the Turkish language. Just as reformers (mutejadedin) praised
him, so the “fanatics” (fanatik-ha) cursed him.”” The textbooks’ publications costs
were taken care of by the Russian minister of science. Furthermore, the minister is
said to have ordered the Yerevan ministry representative to provide the school with
operational support in the form of teachers in Russian language, mathematics, and
natural sciences, as well as a hundred chairs and tables.”> How the official support
for what appears to have been a private school for Iranian Muslim subjects squared
with the aforementioned Russian regulations is not clear. The curriculum consisted
of Persian, Turkish, Arabic, Russian, literature (unspecified), Shariah obli4gations, geo-
metry, algorithmic, geography, natural history, painting, and calligraphy.9 The school
operated successfully for three years. In the fourth year, Rushdiyeh began to
implement measures that resembled new schools elsewhere and a modern disciplinary
regime. He required students to wear uniforms, without which entry to the school was
not permitted. The uniform included an Iranian hat, labbadeh, qabay-e risteh, and
low-heeled shoes.”> When the school opened for the fourth year, 250 students
wearing identical uniforms entered. Twenty indigent students were admitted for
free, and the rest were asked to pay five menta (Russian currency) in tuition. After
completion of the fifth year, fifty students received diplomas, either going in search
of work or entering governmental schools in the disciglines of sciences, political
science, medicine, engineering, crafts, and philosophy.9 The practice of granting
diplomas became standard at future Rushdiyeh schools, in contrast to the makzab,
where no certificates or diplomas were awarded.

Naser al-Din Shah visits Yerevan. An important event took place at the end of the
fifth year, when Naser al-Din Shah visited the school. From Rushdiyeh’s perspective,
this visit was especially significant because his ultimate aim was to bring the new
schools to Iran.”” The king had decided to visit several regions in Iran and also
took three trips to Europe, which he documented in his diaries. The end of the
fifth school year coincided with Naser al-Din Shah’s third and last trip to
Europe.”® He was traveling through Yerevan on the way back to Tehran when he
noticed the front steps of the Iranian school, which Rushdiyeh had decorated with

22Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 95.

’Ibid., 94.

*4bid., 95.

”>Ibid.

%“Ibid. Cf. Shams al-Din Rushdiych, who wrote that the school operated for four years. See Rushdiych,
Savaneh-e ‘umr.

7The second half of the Ottoman Diaries narrates the events that unfolded once Rushdiyeh went on
to establish schools in Yerevan and Tabriz, including the shah’s visit to the Yerevan school. See Rush-
diyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 70. For the Yerevan events, there is significant overlap between the two
diaries. For the Tabriz events, there is overlap with Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh’s biography but with
additional mundane details.

8For a diary of this trip, see Naser al-Din Shah, Riznimeh-ye khatirat-e Néser al-Din Shab. Shams al-
Din Rushdiyeh wrote that the shah was returning from his second European trip, see Rushdiyeh,
Savineh-e ‘umr.
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an Iranian carpet, flags, and a picture of the shah.”® This display was intended to lure
the shah, and succeeded. Rushdiyeh explained to the king the school’s accomplish-
ments in rapid, functional literacy and informed him of his wish for a comparable
school to be instituted in Iran. Naser al-Din Shah then ordered Rushdiyeh to travel
with his entourage and establish a school in Tabriz. A delighted Rushdiych did not
hesitate and put his affairs in order, asking his brother to supervise the Yerevan
school, and left for Tabriz with the shah. On their way to Tabriz, Naser al-Din
Shah inquired more about the school and Rushdiyeh spoke at length of the benefits
it would have for the people and polity of Iran. Once they reached Nakhchivan, a
region between Yeravan and Tabriz, Rushdiyeh was left with the director of the
post office (chaparkhaneh). The director told the educator that he must stay until
the shah left Tabriz for Tehran, and upon hearing this, Rushdiych realized his
mistake. Reflecting back, he wrote:

It became apparent to me that when I was before the king as he was asking me about
the impact the school would have, my inexperience and ignorance of the king
caused me to describe its benefits at length, that indeed it won’t be long until,
under his highness, the God’s shadow, schools would be instituted all over to lib-
erate Iranians from ignorance, the masses would gain in knowledge and wisdom,
learn of their rights, acquire profession and industry, possess wealth and property,
each person acquiring, according to his or her ability, politeness and principles of
good manners, free of need for police or city inspectors. Knowing their rights, as
they do in civilized nations, they would gain in respect and salvation and be
forever grateful to the king.loo

We do not have an account from Naser al-Din Shah’s perspective on what occurred
between the two and why he left Rushdiyeh behind. But given the shah’s broader
approach to reformist activities, Rushdiyeh’s belief that the reformist implications
of his educational enterprise alarmed the shah is plausible. So much so that, if the
diaries were true, the shah secured the closure of the Yerevan school. When Rushdiyeh
returned, the school was closed and its properties were confiscated by an Iranian repre-
sentative (kdrguzar) in Yerevan who presumably had authority over Iranian subjects
there.'’ A distraught Rushdiyeh returned to his hometown of Tabriz. Although
Nager al-Din Shah had opposed his educational mission, Rushdiyeh decided to act
against the shah’s wishes. Remaining quiet about the shah’s disapproval, he began
to pursue his original mission of educating Iranians in his hometown of Tabriz,
instead of Tehran. Rushdiyeh opened the first school in rooms owned by a mosque
in the Sheshgelan neighborhood, which he considered most prepared and least

likely to declare someone an unbeliever for education reform, as “most [residents]

99Rushdiych, Savineh-e ‘umr.

100Rushcliych, Diaries, 98 (my translation).

19VThis closure is not recorded in Rushdiyeh’s diary, but is documented in secondary sources, see for
instance Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘umsr.
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were social elites [ yan] and well-educated.”'** In the year 1889, a long-held vision
turned into a rezdity.lo3

The Tabriz Schools

Tabriz residents were informed about the new school by a public notice (i Zn). The
posting took note of the poor state of existing education, claiming that only three out
of a hundred students were literate when they left the makzab, and that most children
had a deep dislike of the maktabkhineh. It stated Rushdiyeh’s teaching qualifications
and the conditions for admission, which were more restrictive than the existing
maktab system that opened its doors to students of different ages and abilities. Stu-
dents had to be beginners and thus illiterate, and between the ages of seven and
ten. Moreover, they had to meet certain health conditions, be free of balding, chick-
enpox, contagious discases, and be circumcised (thus males). The tuition was between
five giran and one tuman per month—a clear departure from the old ways of the m2ak-
tabkhineh."** Unlike some of the prominent ulema, the mullahs who ran and taught
at the maktab led simple lives. They would not charge a fee to students, or if they did it
was on a “sliding scale” and as little as five to ten girdn. Instead of fixed tuition, tea-
chers would receive gifts from the students’ families, which were given at the end of the
year or when the student had finished reading the Qur‘an in its entirety. The gifts
included foods, sweets, money, or wood intended for physical punishment.'” The
new curriculum and scheduling too were very different from what went on in the
maktab. Under the old system, students went to school all year without a summer
break. They attended the maktab from morning until evening without any short
breaks, but had an extended period for lunch. Some went home to eat, while others
brought their lunch with them. Students had days off on Fridays and on religious
and Nawriz (New Year) holidays. Moreover, school was not in session when
certain women in the community gave birth, or when families left to spend time in
their gardens and villages.'” In contrast, Rushdiyeh held classes for 250 days and
summers were free. Classes met for four hours per day with thirty-minute breaks
between classes. The curriculum covered the following subjects, although not
equally as more time was allotted to certain subjects: the phonetic alphabet in Azeri
Turkish, reading in Turkish and Persian, grammar lessons in Turkish, Persian, and
Arabic, Qur‘an, Islamic jurisprudence, arithmetic, oral history, geography based on

192Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 99.

'3Rushdiyeh gives the date 8 May 1883 (1 Rajab 1300 AH) in his diary and on letterheads for letters
he would send for official purposes to indicate the beginning of his educational enterprise in Iran. This
date must be incorrect because he had just left his role as a local preacher in 1882, had traveled for two
years in the Ottoman world, and had worked in Yerevan for another five. The correct date therefore must
be 1889. See also Shireh’JinT’s estimation of the date, which is the Muharram of 1889, in Baqayi Shireh'-
jini, Zindaginameh, Ari’.

104Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 99-100.

' Qasimi'paya, Madaris-e jadid dar dawreh-ye Qajariyeb, S6.

1%1bid., 70-1.
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the map of Tabriz, calligraphy, dictation in Persian, Turkish, and Arabic, drawing and
painting, and physical wellbeing.lo7 The curriculum differed from the maktab where
students were taught, based on the teacher’s preference, some of the following: the
alphabet, Qur‘anic readings, Shariah obligations, social etiquette literature, Arabic
language, Persian literature, and Islamic and Iranian history, writing composition (¢ar-
assul), calligraphy (khatt), basic math, and sz:ydq.los Local languages were generally not
taught, and new sciences like physics and chemistry were not taught at all. Creative
arts, with the exception of singing and poetry composition in a few schools, were
not part of the curriculum.'®® Texts were not uniform and their selection depended
on the instructors, but some were widely used in the subject of history; for example,
the preferred text was Nisikh al-tavarikh, a Qajar-commissioned nine-volume text on
world history authored by Muhammad Tagqi Sipihr Kashani. The selected texts did
not match the learning abilities of young students.''® As we saw, Rushdiyeh attempted
to difgilnguish his approach by authoring textbooks specifically intended for chil-
dren.

The Tabriz school began its first day of instruction with roughly 150 students.
Rushdiyeh began instruction, all the while secking teachers and drafting textbooks.
Meanwhile, he had to go against his critics. In Tabriz too, the custodians of the old
maktab system and the ulema to whom the community had complained were
putting up resistance against Rushdiyeh’s unfamiliar enterprise. In Yerevan, the teach-
ing of Turkish led to charges of imposing Sunni over Shia Islam. In Tabriz, the charges
were different. Public notices were posted claiming that the new teacher was an agent
of American freemasons. Even though the Qur‘an was part of the curriculum, others
claimed he was neglecting the Qur‘an in favor of Turkish."'> Responding to these
accusations, Rushdiyeh asked for the school to be allowed to reach its ninth-month
anniversary, after which students would be publicly tested on their religious knowl-
edge. When the public test was performed at a mosque and the students displayed
superior comprehension of religious studies, the prayer leader (pishnamaiz), who
appeared to have run out of options to condemn Rushdiyeh, cried that the extraordi-
nary progress had only one explanation, that Satan was inspiring and dictating these
children’s speech. The school must close, he said. Rushdiyeh responded to this, saying
that these children must be compared to Jesus, instead, who spoke in the cradle

'97Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 100-1. Six hundred hours of homework (vazi fe shab) was also assigned for a
thousand hours of instructions throughout the year. See ibid., 101.

"% Qasimi'paya, Madaris-e jadid dar dawreh-ye Qdjariyeh, 62-3. Isa Sadiq defined siyiq as being the
same subject as accounting ( i/m-i hisib), which was created for court administration and written using
abbreviated Arabic words based on Pahlavi signs. At the time of his writing (1957), siyiq was still in use by
merchants (kasabeb) but defunct in the primary school curriculum. See Sadiq, Tirikh-i Farhang-i Irin,
364.

'1bid., 63, 68.

HO1bid., 64.

111\X’/ritings that were intended for children continued well into Rushdiyeh’s later years. For the orig-
inal text of an excerpt written some two years before his death, see Gheissari, “Maktubi az Mirza Hasan
Rushdiyeh.”

llzRushdiych, Diaries, 102.
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inspired by the Holy Spirit. He asked the pishnamaz that they speak further to resolve
the misunderstanding, so as to reverse the ruling and not jeopardize the nation’s salva-
tion, which for Rushdiyeh was firmly linked to functional literacy. Once the pishna-
maz heard the Jesus analogy, he said that Rushdiyeh was elevating children to the
status of prophets, and refused any further discussion, declaring Rushdiyeh a bzbi—
an adherent of the messianic movement of bibiyar considered illegitimate by the
Shia ulema. The pishnamaz forbade future interactions by the community with the
educator.!*?

This compelled Rushdiyeh to close the Tabriz school.!14 Rushdiyeh then spoke to
his sympathetic father, telling him that he could bear the burden of opposition, and
that he would persist even if they hanged him and burned his bod?l. His father advised
him to be patient and provided his blessing; he then left Tabriz.!"> After a six-month
visit to Yerevan and Mashhad, he returned to Tabriz and discovered that the pishna-
maz had died. This gave him the opportunity to open a school near the bazaar. 16 Byt
opposition came anew: students (##/lib) of the Sadeqiyeh madrasa attempted to dis-
mantle the school, engaging in acts of vandalism and threatening the school principal
(mudir). Rushdiyeh escaped to Mashhad and returned to Tabriz after a few
months.!'” In the Charandib neighborhood, whose residents “were all impoverished”
and where he used to preach, he opened another school where admission for indigent
children was free. Rushdiyeh enrolled 370 students and employed twelve teachers.
Now, the managers of old makitib went after Rushdiyeh and warned his father
that Rushdiyeh must close the school. He complied, leaving for Mashhad, but return-
ing yet again.118 To avoid another attack on his school, Rushdiych tried a new
approach. He maintained his pedagogical principles but kept the spatial organization
of the maktab intact. For instance, he had children sit on the ground as opposed to
chairs and tables and avoided new subjects that were not taught at the maktab'"?
Nonetheless, students (t#llib) of the Sadeqiyeh madrasa that had vandalized the

131bid., 102-3. Abbas Amanat suggested that Rushdiyeh may have been babi. However, there are clear
indications in his diary that he was a Twelver Shia, see ibid., 144, 159, 164, 175, 183, 186. At one point,
Atabak sent a female spy into the Rushdiych residence to find evidence that he was babi and present this
evidence to the ulema in an attempt to eliminate the educator’s political opposition to him. But nothing
emerged, and in the words of Shams al-Din Rushdiych, “Atabak becomes certain that Rushdiyeh is
Muslim.” See Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘wmr. Scholar on Iranian educational history Qasimi'piya also
remarked that Rushdiyeh was Muslim despite early accusations of babiyat because of his reformist enter-
prise. See Qasimi'piya, Madiris-¢ jadid dar dawreb-ye Qajiriyeh, 205.

"Rushdiych, Diaries, 103. Rushdiych wrote that he distributed the school furniture and supplies
among six of its teachers and asked them to open separate schools but it is not clear whether these
schools became operational, and if they did, whether they were practicing new pedagogy.

'Ibid,, 104-5.

116Rushdiyeh’s Diaries end at the Yerevan and Mashhad visit, and do not record the activities after his
return to Tabriz. Shams al-Din Rushdiych, who does not mention the Yerevan visit. See Rushdiyeh,
Savineh-e ‘umr, 31.

"""Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘uwmr. Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh’s account of the Tabriz school openings and
closures are borrowed into Qasimi'piya, Maddris-e jadid dar dawreh-ye Qajariyeh, 192.

118Rushdiych, Savineh-e ‘umr, 31.
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school before were agitated and Rushdiyeh left for Mashhad again, to return for a fifth
time, reopening the school in the bazaar neighborhood.120 Vandals attacked again, this
time throwing a child down the stairs and killing him."*!

Seeing little hope of a stable enterprise in Tabriz, Rushdiyeh went to Mashhad,
where he established the city’s first new school. Although the governor of Mashhad
appeared supportive of Rushdiyeh, word of his new approach to primary schooling
had reached Mashhad. Vandals were quick to act, attacking the school and breaking
his hand.'** Mashhad appeared no safer than Tabriz, so Rushdiyeh returned to
Tabriz.!*®> Prior opposition had made renting a place difficult, since landlords
feared the destruction of their properties. Instead, Rushdiyeh sold a property he
owned to a Qajar official, and bought a mosque across from the Dar ul-funin of
Tabriz. With permission from the ulema of Najaf, he repaired the mosque to create
a space suitable for teaching children.'** After two years of teaching, Rushdiyeh felt
secure enough to hold a public examination. Local residents seemed very impressed
by students’ progress, but they were interrupted by an attendee who complained
that this rapid learning was dangerous, since it would distance children from reli-
gion.125 A crowd of vandals from Aqa Sayyid Ali Aga Yazdi’s mosque appeared
with clubs and batons. Children and school staff left before the vandalism began,
and Rushdiyeh escaped to the roof of the Dir ul-funin building across from the
school, where he stood watching, along with an aid (pishkar) of the crown prince,
Muzaffar al-Din Shah. The vandals threw a grenade inside the building, causing
bricks to scatter around. Rushdiyeh laughed at this and the man accompanying
him, bewildered, inquired about the cause of his laughter, to which he responded:
“Each one of these bricks will become part of a school. I am laughing at that day,
and I hope that I am alive to see it.”12¢

A question deserving of consideration is why it was that new education, rapid lit-
eracy in particular, caused so much anxiety for certain ulema, and, by extension, their
tullab and the community. A careful study of ulema writing against new education, if
available, would bring us closer to a more satisfactory response than simple ideological
explanations that juxtapose (enlightened) modernism against traditional stagna-
tion."*” I make two initial suggestions as alternative hypotheses. The most immediate

"9This was also the strategy at the Sharaf school of Tehran established for indigent children in 1898.
In fear of opposition, children were made to follow customary ways of sitting on the ground, instead of
usin§ chairs and desks. The school was thus carpeted. See Dawlatabadi, Hayaz-¢ Yahya.

129Rushdiyeh records this pattern of school operation and closure in the Ostoman Diaries as well, and
in the context of negotiating with hostile pro-makzab ulema and #ullib. See Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries,
91.

2!Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-¢ ‘umr, 32.

"22Ibid.; and Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 94.

123Rushdiych, Ottoman Diaries, 96.

"24Rushdiych, Savineh-¢ ‘umr, 32.

Ibid., 33.

"°Ibid.

'*"Printed writings of anti-constitutionalist ulema deal primarily with the political question of con-
stitutional government, and arguments against new education are on the periphery. Shaykh Fazl Allah
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one is a material explanation, having to do with the ulema’s financial interest. In fact,
this is how the reformer Yahya Dawlatabadi saw it, writing that madrasa students
(tullab-e dini) opposed new education because the movement of the social elite’s chil-
dren to the new schools meant loss of income for them.'*® The less obvious but I
think more interesting explanation belongs not to the material realm but the realm
of ideas. Rapid literacy for all meant that everyone had quick access to ‘i/n. There
would arise the danger of the masses gaining the confidence to read and learn on
their own. They would then do away with the guidance of the learned ulema,
misread the text, and disseminate false knowledge in the community. In other
words, mass illiterates guided to the truth by the learned ulema were preferable to
mass literates (mis)reading on their own. This is a hypothesis that requires
testing in a separate study. For now, we shall content ourselves with the observation
that many among the ulema were adamantly opposed to mass and rapid literacy as
advocated by educational reformers like Rushdiyeh and did not shy away from con-
frontation.

In Tehran, from Patronage to Exile

After this incident, a patient Rushdiyeh left for Mashhad again and returned after
some time. Although Naser al-Din Shah had opposed his enterprise earlier, reformists
within the Qajar court were increasingly sympathetic and extended their support for a
new school. The Tabriz schools had received some support from the crown prince but
more substantially from the soon-to-be prime minister, Amin al-Dawleh.'” The
crown prince provided for some children’s tuition, and during his Azerbaijan stay
Amin al-Dawleh provided school supplies, clothes, and food to the students.'*”
Going against convention, he also encouraged aristocratic families to remove their
children from the private makzab and enroll them in the Rushdiyeh school. Mixing
was not practiced previously, since the elite thought the public 7aktab would have
a corrupting influence on their children’s etiquette. This perception of corruption
turned on social class, not pedagogy or curriculum that were quite similar; the only
difference was that private teachers generally had a higher level of learning and

N, for example, in his broader argument on the allegedly un-Islamic character of constitutional gov-
ernment, references new schools, Dawlatabadi’s Sadat among them, which he says would cause children
to leave Islam. However, neither an argument nor a polemic is developed on why new schools are such a
threat. See Niuti's Tadhkarat al-ghafil va irshid al-jahil, printed in Abadiyan, Mabini-ye nazari-ye), 156.
Archival research is needed to see if the conservative ulema had more developed arguments against new
education, based on which a history of their perspective can be written. Such a study would balance the
disproportionate use of modernist sources in the historiography.

28D awlatabadi, Hayat-e Yahya.

"*’Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 143.

13014 his political diaries that say very little on education reform, Amin al-Dawleh makes a single refer-
ence to his relationship with Rushdiyeh, writing that the minister was “in the beginning, the first person
to bring about the establishment of the Rushdiyeh school in Tabriz.” See Amin al-Dawleh, Khatirit-e
siydsi-ye Mirza ‘Ali Khan Amin al-Dawleh, 243.
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received more substantial pay.131 When in 1897 Amin al-Dawleh was appointed

prime minister by the now king Muzaffar al-Din Shah, he became a committed
patron of Rushdiyeh. He invited the educator to Tehran, where they established
the capital’s first new primary school a year later in 1898 (Ramadan, 1315 AH)."*?
Enrollment reached 200 students in the first few days, and in later years it was
estimated at 270 to 330."> The student body was mixed: Amin al-Dawleh enrolled
forty orphans at the school and took care of their tuition, lunch, and uniforms.
The rest were children of middling families (mutivasitin) and the elites (a yan); the
latter’s carriages would form a queue in the evenings to take their children back to
their residences. These families paid anywhere between 15 giran and 3 tuman in
tuition, but also had to pay for the school-provided lunch.'** According to one
source, teacher-training courses were also provided at 25 giran per class.!*®> The
school was composed of six grades, with nine classes in total, each having
about 25-30 students. The curriculum included the study of the Qur‘an, Sa‘df’s
Gulistian, ritual  duties  (Shar‘iyar), calligraphy, dictation, ethics, figh,
grammar, composition (farassul), siyag, introduction to accounting (madkhal
al-hisab), geography, history, Russian, and French. Some of these subjects, in the
first grade in particular, were taught through textbooks written by Rushdiyeh
himself.'*¢

Tehran reformists instituted several other new schools, and these were heavily
enrolled."® Four months after the Rushdiyeh school, the Ebtedayich school was estab-
lished under the direction of Mukhbar al-Saltaneh, grandson of Reza Qoli Khan
Hedayat, who had returned from nine years of study in Berlin and in this period
held posts in the telegraph office and Azerbaijan customs.>® At the same time as Ebt-
edayich, the ‘Elmiyeh school was instituted by Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, a Qajar courtier
who served in several official positions. Two months after this pair, the Sharaf school
was set up, and later in that same year of 1898 the Eftitahiych and Muzaffariyeh
schools were instituted under the direction of two reformists, Mirza Mahmid
Khan Meftah al-Mulk and Hajj Shaykh Mehdi Kashani respectively. The Khiyriyeh
school was also established in 1898 and, under the direction of Hajj Shaykh Hadi Naj-
mabadi, a prominent cleric and strong ally of Rushdiyeh, its purpose was to provide
new schooling for orphans. In 1899, Danesh, Adab, and Eslam schools were instituted
as well as Sadat under the direction of Dawlatabadi.'®® All these schools were con-
nected to an organization that came to be known as the Education Association

131

Qasimi'puya, Madiris-e jadid dar dawreb-ye Qajiriyeh, 85.
132Dawlatabadi, Hayat-e Yahya.
'33Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘wmr, 50; and Rushdiyeh, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeb, 40.
4 Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘umr, 41.
13'SRushdiych, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma arif Rushdzyeh, 43.
"3%For the curriculum and names of these textbooks, see Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘wmr, 67.
37Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, Khatirit-¢ Ebtesham al-Saltaneb, 325; and Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e¢ ‘wmr, 52.
138 Alavi, Rijil-¢ “asr-e mashratiyat, 99.
39Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘wmr, 53. Fakhr al-Din Rushdiyeh listed a few more schools in this period.
See Rushdiyeh, Zindiginameb-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh.
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(anjuman-e ma }irif).MO The Education Association was one of the earliest attempts to
organize around the cause of education reform. Although certain courtiers were
members and funded the association, it came into existence as a “bottom-up” intellec-
tual effort and a reaction to the conservatism and perceived ineffectiveness of the offi-
cial Science Ministry (vizdrat-e wlim)."*' In  addition to instituting the
aforementioned new Tehran schools, the Education Association was responsible for
fundraising and financial administration of these schools.'*? Lack of uniformity
and discipline in how primary schools operated was a common complaint among
reformists, and the Education Association attempted to regulate them, by, for
example, drafting a twenty-chapter bylaw on how the schools ought to opcrate.143
Our sources conflict on the emphasis they give to Rushdiyeh’s centrality to the for-
mation of this association. Family biographical sources claimed it came into formation
under his leadership and its original name was the “Association of Rushdiyeh School’s
Aiders” (anjuman-e emni-ye madreseh-ye Rm/aaliyeh).l44 Rushdiyeh himself did not
claim leadership in his diaries, and gave the impression that it was a collective
effort.!# Rushdiyeh’s contemporaries agreed. According to Dawlatabadi, Rushdiyeh,
based on his Tabriz efforts and the sponsorship he had received from the prime min-
ister, viewed himself as the foremost pioneer in new education when he entered
Tehran. Dawlatabadi, however, saw Rushdiyeh as 2 player among many others in
new education and in the association. He o?ined that many were in fact superior
to him in their knowledge and exp«:rience.1  Our sources converge on one point
regarding the association: the first meeting took place on Rushdiyeh school premises
in 1898, the same year the school opened.1 7 The attendees were Rushdiyeh, the Qajar
science minister, Neyr al-Mulk, Dawlatabadi, Ehtesham al-Saltanch, Meftah al-Mulk,
Mumtahin al-Dawleh, and ‘Ali Khin Nazim al-Dawleh.'*® Additional courtiers and
intellectuals were invited and joined in future meetings.

Soon after the Education Association formed, discord broke out between
Rushdiyeh and others on the right manner of operating new schools. Ehtesham
al-Saltaneh became agitated with Rushdiyeh spending the association’s budget on
daily school lunches and high salaries, and tried to limit and eliminate the

H0E,r a history of this association in English, see Ringer, Education, Religion, 187.

Y1Eor reformist dissatisfaction with the Science Ministry, see Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, Khatirit-e
Ebteshim al-Saltaneh, 323.

92Eor fundraising and financial administration in the association, see Dawlatabadi, Hayit-¢ Yahya,
230; Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, Khatirit-e Ehteshiam al-Saltaneh, 325; Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-e ‘umr, 39; and
Rushdiyeh, Zindiginimeh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh, 43.

1/"3Rusl‘1diy¢:h, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma arif Rushdzyeh, 43.

1445 ce Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘wmr, 39; and Rushdiyeh, Zindiginimeh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh, 53.

YRushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 154.

146D awlatabadi, Hayat-e Yahya, 226.

“The date was Shawwal of 1315. See ibid., 230.

148G e Rushdiyeh, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh, 43. Dawlatabadi further includes Mirza
‘Abbas Khan Muhandis’bashi. See Dawlatabadi, Hayiz-e Yahya, 230. Ehtisham al-Saltanch only listed
himself, Rushdiyeh, Dawlatabadi, Miftah al-Mulk, Mumtahin al-Dawleh, and added Muhandis al-
Mamilik. See Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, Khaitirit-e Ehteshim al-Saltaneh, 325.
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lunches."* The collective decision of the association was to limit Rushdiyeh’s spend-
ing.lso The meetings were also transferred from the Rushdiyeh school to the residence
of Neyr al-Mulk.">" Moreover, Ehtesham al-Saltaneh acted against Rushdiyceh by using
his power as foreign minister to divert 2,000 fuman sent specifically to Rushdiyeh,
adding it to the funds of the association.’>> Amin al-Dawleh, though not resisting
these decisions, remained supportive of Rushdiyeh until the very end of his service.
Before leaving his post as prime minister, he provided the association as well as the
science minister with a letter recommending that they treat him as superior with
respect to affairs of primary education.”>?

The real challenge in Tehran, however, did not come from Rushdiyeh’s reformist
colleagues, but from Amin al-Dawleh’s successor, Mirza ‘Ali-Asgar Khan Amin-al-
Sultan (later he was known as Atabak for the title of Atabak-e ‘Azam conferred on
him by the shah in December 1900).>* The new minister ended court support for
Rushdiyeh and withdrew funding from his school, which caused him to fall into
debt.">> Moreover, he took over the Education Association, placed it under the direc-
tion of the Science Ministry, and gradually purged it of reformists, including Rush-
diyeh and his reformist rival Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, who was sent off on a mission
to Kurdistan.'>® Atabak’s opgosition to Rushdiyeh frightened elite parents, who with-
drew them from the school."”>” Part of the reason for Atabak’s enmity with Rushdiyeh
was the latter’s political activities for the constitutional cause and against the person of
Atabak. Four of the school staff, including Shaykh Yahya, teacher of grammar (zahv)
and logic and later editor-in-chief of Iran newspaper, had gathered after work and
on school premises. With Rushdiyeh’s knowledge, they composed constitutionalist

"For different accounts of the conflict over Rushdiyeh’s spending, see Dawlatabadi, Hayat-e Yahya,
230. Cf. Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘umr, 47. Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh even believed that the raised budget
belonged to the Rushdiyeh school alone, and was appropriated by the association to be spent for all
the new schools, see ibid., 47. For a detailed account of the conflict, from a perspective favorable to Rush-
diyeh, see Rushdiyeh, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e Ma ‘arif Rushdiyeb, 45. It is noteworthy that in his diaries
Ehtisham al-Saltanch is neutral on his relationship with Rushdiyeh, and does not record anything
about the quarrels between the two found in other sources, perhaps in fear of appearing obstructive to
education reform. Contrast this with his castigation of Amin al-Dawleh, writing that “inwardly, the
Shah and the minister didn’t have the slightest interest in the education and upbringing of the
pcolple.” See Ehtesham al-Saltaneh, Kbatirat-e Ebteshim al-Saltaneh, 326.

*%For decisions made against Rushdiyeh in these meetings, sce Dawlatabadi, Hayit-e Yahya, 232-3,
236.

'51See Rushdiyeh, Zindiginimeb-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeb, 45.

2Dawlatabadi, Hayit-e Yahyi, 233.

Ibid,, 291.

154Gec Atibak-e A‘zam, Amin-al-Soltin (by J. Calmard), http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/
atabak-c-azam

155Rushdiych, Savineh-e ‘umr, 46.

'56Ibid., 52. For another example of this purge, see the diaries of Ehtisham al-Saltaneh where the refor-
mist courtier is removed from the association and sent on a mission to Kurdistan. See Ehteshim al-
Saltaneh, Khatirat-e Ehteshim al-Saltaneh, 338, 345.

"Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘umsr, 46. Elite children were reenrolled when Atabak’s second exile attempt

failed. See ibid., 59.
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propaganda called night-letters (shabnimeh) against Atabak’s premiership. Atabak
traced this activity back to the Rushdiyeh school when the school’s 7izim had a
falling out with Shaykh Yahya and reported their activity. Atabak arranged for the
“police” (nazmiyeh) to issue an order for the arrest of those involved. Two of the
staff suspected of authoring night-letters were captured and imprisoned.158 Another
was struck on the head and his body was thrown onto the street from the school’s
roof (it was also reported that he fled the police chase to the rooftop, and jumped,
committing suicide).'>” Shaykh Yahya was captured and exiled to Ardabil. Rushdiyeh
was more fortunate. He sought refuge with prominent cleric Shaykh Najmabadi, who
had established the first new school for orphans. The cleric refused repeated requests
from the court to send Rushdiyeh to Atabak.'®® Thereafter, Rushdiyeh left for Hajj,
while his school continued to function.'®* Upon his return from Hajj, Atabak’s pre-
vious intimidation did not deter him from his political activities; he continued to
produce and distribute night-letters. In response, Atabak decided to exile Rushdiyeh.
The educator was informed about this decision through his court connections and fled
to Qom, while Atabak forced the school’s closure.'*” While in Qom, Rushdiyeh was
able to communicate with Muzaffar al-Din Shah by telegraph. The reform-friendly
shah reportedly expressed concern about the educator’s absence from the capital, con-
trary to Atabak’s wishes, and demanded that he return. Rushdiyeh complied and reo-
pened the school. A second exile attempt by Atabak, this time to Ardabil, failed when
Rushdiyeh outmancuvered the prime minister, again through communications with
the shah.'®?

Atabak’s efforts to exile Rushdiyeh thus failed twice. Still, Rushdiyeh’s fortunes
turned to the worse. A few years before the constitutional order was issued by
Muzaffar al-Din Shah, two of Rushdiyeh’s key supporters died: Amin al-Dawleh
and Shaykh Najmétb;idi.m4 Amin al-Dawleh had willed his son, Muhsen Khin
Mu'in al-Mulk, to continue the supervision of the Rushdiyeh school after his
death. The son transferred the school to a property known as Amin ad-Dawlah’s
Huseyniyeh, with the intention of constructing a new building.165 Soon thereafter,
Rushdiyeh found himself in conflict with Mu‘in al-Mulk, who was allegedly persuaded
by Shaykh Yahya to elevate him from the position of teacher to co-principal. Rush-
diyeh refused to share his authority and left the pioneer school he had started when

58T hese were Musmar al-Mamalik and Mirza Sayyid Hasan Kashani, brother to the manager of refor-
mist Habl al-matin paper, who was reportedly put in chains and sent off to Mubarakabad, Fars province.
See Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-¢ ‘umr, 48. Dawlatabadi does not mention Musmar al-Mamalik in the list of
those arrested. See Dawlatabadi, Hayat-¢ Yahya, 348.

'59This was a school-teacher by the name of Sayyid Mirzi Muhammad ‘Ali-Khan, aged twenty-five.
For the two accounts of his death, see respectively Rushdiyeh, Savinih-e ‘umr, 48, and Dawlatabadi,
Hayat-¢ Yahya, 348.

160Rushdiych, Savineh-e ‘umr, 49.

'!bid.; and Rushdiyeh, Zindiginimeh-ye pir-e Ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh, 90.

162Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘umr, 54.

'%3For the full story of Rushdiyeh’s strategy, see Rushdiyeh, Savineh-¢ ‘wmr, 58-9.

'*Ibid., 61.

'Ibid., 65.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2020.1744429 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2020.1744429

The Origins of Dabestan 275

he first came to Tehran.'®® Rushdiyeh opened another school and simply called it
maktab. The school carried on with new pedagogy and free admission for the poor,
with enrollment reaching about a hundred students in the first month.'?

The second turn towards misfortune resulted from pressure by Atabak’s similarly
anti-constitutionalist successor, ‘Ayn al-Dawleh. The new prime minister became agji-
tated with Rushdiyeh for his continued writing and distribution of night-letters, this
time against his premiership. However, Rushdiyeh’s opposition to ‘Ayn al-Dawleh was
not simply something distributed in the secrecy of the night. It was communicated in a
tense personal exchange between the two. Rushdiyeh informed the minister of the
people’s dissatisfaction with him, and also suggested that he undertake financial
reforms and fire the notoriously unpopular head of Iranian customs, the Belgian
Joseph Naus.'®® A displeased ‘Ayn al-Dawleh ordered the closure of the Rushdiyeh
maktab, and, unlike Atabak before him, his attempt to exile the educator succeeded.
He sent Rushdiyeh to Kalat, Khurasan shortly before the triumph of constitutional-
ism, along with fellow constitutionalist Majd al-Islam, the manager of the Adab news-
paper.lé9 Accompanied by a colonel (sarbang), they were taken to Kalat, where they
were received by Asef al-Dawleh, who supervised them while in exile.'”® A few months
later, a telegraph reached Kalat that Muzaffar al-Din Shah had issued a constitutional
order and the prisoners had to be released. Thus heartened, Rushdiyeh returned to
Tehran and continued his educational activities. Starting in 1907, he briefly worked
with a new school named Hayat-¢ javid, which the nascent Education Ministry insti-
tuted as an alternative to the American missionary school.!”? The constitutional order
of affairs was soon put in a hiatus when the sympathetic king was replaced by his anti-
constitutionalist son, Muhammad ‘Ali Shah. Rushdiyeh left Tehran, and attempted to
organize against the shah from the northern provinces where the constitutionalists
had gathered. In his diaries, he claimed a central role for himself in the organization
that led to the restoration of the constitutional order, even claiming that he united
nomads (#az) to rise against the anti-constitutionalist Rashid-Mulk, and persuaded
commander Sipahdar to give up his alliance with ‘Ayn al-Dawleh and the shah in
favor of the constitutional cause.!”? In the interim constitutional period, Rushdiyech

160E0r a partisan account of this conflict, see Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-¢ ‘umr, 65, 75-6; and Rushdiyeh,
Zindi;ina'meh—ye pir-e Ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh, 104, 113.

'’He could not choose the name Rushdiych for this school over Mu ‘in al-Mulk and the Science Min-
istry’s objections on name duplication. See Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘umr, 81.

168Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 112-13.

19Shams al-Din Rushdiyeh gives the date of 21 June 1906 for the exile order. See Rushdiyeh, Savineh-
e ‘umr, 97. Fakhr al-Din Rushdiyeh wrote that the departure date from Tehran to Kallat was 13 June
1906. See Rushdiych, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeb, 152.

170Incidcnta.lly, Rushdiyeh was also warmly received by a former orphan-student, Farajullah Najjarza-
deh, whom he had schooled free of cost in his childhood. See Rushdiyeh, Diaries, 132.

"'"The American school’s Muslim students complained about the exclusion of Islamic subjects and the
teaching of the Bible, as well as their day off being on Sunday as opposed to Friday. The ministry therefore
established a different school for 123 students without interruption to their studies. See Rushdiyeh,
Savaneh-e ‘umr, 132-3.

172Rushdiych, Diaries, 212.
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became for the first time in his life primarily occupied with politics over education,
although he did undertake a few educational activities in this period such as procure-
ment of teachers for and revision to a program for a school in the city of Lankiran on
the Caspian sea.l”?

When the constitutional order was restored, Rushdiyeh continued his activities but
now under the shadow of a new government that was attempting to regulate edu-
cation and transform its spontaneous, bottom-up intellectual leadership into a
project of the state.)74 Rushdiyeh accepted provincial assignments by the Education
Ministry in Qazvin in 1914 (1332 AH) and in Gilan in 1918 (1336 AH)."”> Even-
tually, under the rule of Reza Shah, Rushdiyeh settled in Qom, where living costs were
lower than Tehran. In 1926, Rushdiyeh asked Reza Shah’s American appointment to
the Ministry of Finance, Arthur Millspaugh, to establish a bank to fund a proposed
educational foundation in Tehran. Although Millspaugh was sympathetic, he
denied the request because of its impracticality.176 In the same year, Rushdiyeh also
solicited a number of western companies for free supelies for his schools, such as type-
writers, and all these requests were denied as well. 77 In 1936, with aid from the
increasingly expanding Education Ministry, he established a primary school in Qom
composed of six classes.”® Rushdiyeh taught there in his old age, on one occasion
even falling sick while teaching. He died in Qom in 1944."”

Conclusion

Under Reza Shah’s rule, the dabestan became the normative institution of schooling in
the nation with the gradual disappearance of the makzab in the second Pahlavi period.
Political power appropriated what had begun as an intellectual project of new edu-
cation. The Pahlavi state tasked itself with public education (#‘alim va tarbiyat-i
‘umizmi) and the generation of mass, functional literacy.'®® Furthermore, the disci-
plinary order of education Rushdiyeh had introduced to Iran via French-instituted

"7 Ibid., 178.

74As an example of increase in government management of education, see 1913 document from the
newly instituted teachers’ college on requirements for teacher certification. Certificate of Tehran Tea-
cher’s College (tasdiqnameb-ye diar al-mu ‘alimin-¢ Tehran/ Certificat De L’Ecole Normal De Téhéran),
1913, in National Library and Archive Organization of Iran, Techran, Iran. 280/4314.

175Rushdiy¢:h, Zindiginameh-ye pir-e ma ‘arif Rushdiyeh, 229. These posts are not mentioned in Shams
al-Din Rushdiyeh’s account.

176 A dministrator General of the Finances, Arthur Millspaugh, to Rushdiyeh, 23 June 1926, in Library,
Museum, and Document Center of Iran Parliament (not yet archived).

177 As an example see Seidel and Naumann to Rushdiyeh, 24 August 1926, in Library, Museum, and
Document Center of Iran Parliament (not yet archived).

178Rushdiyeh, Savineh-e ‘umr, 146. The same source also reports that in the same school he offered a
class for the blind to acquire literacy. See ibid.

'79See Rushdiyeh, Zindiginimeh-ye pir-e ma arif Rushdiyeh, 236; and Rushdiyeh, Savaneh-¢ ‘wmr,
147.

"80For statistics on primary education growth in numbers of schools and pupils under Pahlavi admin-
istration, see Abrahamian, 4 History of Modern Iran, 84.
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training in Beirut was intensified under Reza Shah; Rushdiyeh, who had instituted one
of the first bylaws (nizam nameh) for the uniform administration of primary schools,
had to comply with new, expanding disciplinary regimes. A Ministry of Education
report from 1932 listed forty rules (qavinin) and bylaws, from those regulating
minor affairs such as renewing teacher contracts to those on general affairs like
teacher training or school administration, including orders (dastur) on implemen-
tation of particular subjects such as physical wellbeing (varzish).'®" Similar to Rush
diyeh, the state drafted textbooks intended specifically for primary education.'®
Moreover, students were ordered according to their age, similar to Rushdiyeh
schools, not in mixed-age settings as was the case with the makzab. The curriculum
and schedule too resembled changes implemented by Rushdiyeh; for example, new
subjects like physical wellbeing were included and the long break was scheduled for
summer months. As with Rushdiyeh’s approach, the state schools required students
to meet registration requirements and wear uniforms. Up to the fifth year boys uni-
formly wore shorts. Like Rushdiyeh, who emphasized examination to measure
student performance, on functional literacy in particular, the Ministry of Education
scheduled examinations for all students. The examination regulation of 1933 specified
that a committee should be appointed for each school to supervise tests in the first six
grades. 183 But the dabestin also broke from Rushdiyeh in certain respects. For
example, it became more nationalistic and monolingual in character and Rushdiyeh’s
practice of teaching students in their local languages like Turkish was eliminated.
Despite praise for Pahlavi administration of education, Rushdiyeh was critical of
the supposedly irreligious subjectivity produced by Reza Shah’s education pohc1es

In his diaries, he rebuked Iranian schools and students in the 1930s. Students, he
claimed,

lack knowledge [and] are enemies of religion and religiosity ... [t]heir knowledge
rests on breaking from Arabs and Arabic; their names are devotees of homeland
but their deeds produce harm for the same homeland and its inhabitants, outwardly
they’re European-like but inwardly are simpletons ... if they ask a student what is
your religion, the student is either compelled to say I am without one or that I
have this or that religion, which is anything but Islam."®

The dabestan also gained favor with religious power and remained the normative insti-
tution under the Islamic Republic. A 1916 letter documented a conversation between
the principal of a new school in Isfahan (the school was named Rushdiyeh) and a pro-

"8!'Ministry of Education’s annual report in viziras-¢ ma ‘rif, awqafva s andye ¢ mustagrafeh, Stat-
istical Annual Report, 1932-33 (1311-12), 11-14. These bylaws cover other levels of education in
addition to primary education.

'82 Arasteh, Education and Social Awakening in Iran, 56.

B3 1bid.

"84For this praise, see Rushdiyeh, Ottoman Diaries, 25.

'®Ibid,, 29.
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minent mujtahid in the city of a more conservative disposition. He applauded the cur-
riculum and approved of the school. '8¢ Despite some talk of reviving the institution of
the maktab in the aftermath of the Iranian revolution of 1979, the dabestin remained
firmly intact and a prerequisite to studies at the seminary (hawzeh). Rushdiyeh’s
remark to Muzaffar al-Din Shah’s aid in Tabriz, that each brick from his school shat-
tered by the pro-maktab vandals will one day be re-laid to become part of a new school
proved true—the maktab was replaced by the dabestin.
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