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One of the actions of American Christian missionaries in Iran during
the Qajar period was the establishment of schools with a new
educational style in various parts of the country. Until the Pahlavi era,
the activities of these schools were somewhat aligned with or
cooperated with the government. However, with the rise of Reza Shah
and the government's increased efforts to oversee and unify the
educational system across Iran, the government gradually expanded its
supervision and control over these schools. Various laws were enacted
and implemented that gradually tightened the space for these schools.
Schools that did not accept the new regulations were easily closed
down. However, these measures alone did not seem sufficient to ensure
that American schools operated within the framework of the new laws.
The present research aims to answer the question, through archival
documents and a descriptive-analytical approach, of how the changes
in the educational system during the early Pahlavi period affected the
activities of American missionary schools. This study argues that
despite some resistance, most American missionary schools tried to
adapt to the new order to avoid serious problems with their operations.
Although, in the final years of the first Pahlavi era, they were forced to
end their activities by selling all their property to the government, due
to the centralized educational policies of the Ministry of Culture. It
appears that the government's supervision of American missionary
schools was less influenced by the fluctuations of political relations. In
fact, this research seeks to answer the hypothesis that the Ministry of
Education/Culture, by formulating and implementing centralized
educational programs, restricted and ultimately dismantled the
activities of American missionary schools in line with the nation-state
strategy.

Cite this The Author (s): Nemati, N., Shahbani Nasri, A., (2024-2025) American Schools and Educational Policies during the
Pahlavi I Era (1925-1941), Historical Sciences Studies, Vol.16, No 2, Serial No.38 — Autumn & Winter.(315-344).
DOI: 10.22059/jhss.2024.385450.473752

E © The Author(s): Nemati, N., Shahbani Nasri, A., Publisher: Unversity of Tehran



https://orcid.org/0009-0009-2128-4683
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-8490-9172
mailto:n.nemati@ut.ac.ir
mailto:alishahbani.1996@gmail.com
https://jhss.ut.ac.ir/article_100004.html?lang=en
https://jhss.ut.ac.ir/article_100004.html?lang=en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-2128-4683�
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-8490-9172�
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/�
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/�

316 Historical Sciences Studies, Vol.16, No 2, Serial N0.38 — Autumn & Winter 2024-2025
1. Introduction
American schools were likely the most significant legacy of the American missionary presence in Iran.
These schools were among the first modern educational institutions in the country. They gradually
spread to various regions and remained under their founders' control until the third decade of the 20th
century. During the Qajar era, the activities of these schools were generally in cooperation or
alignment with the government. The rise of Reza Shah marked a notable shift in the prevailing
circumstances. The existence of these schools conflicted with Reza Shah’s educational reforms and
government policies aimed at transforming Iran's educational system. As the government intensified
efforts to exert control and establish uniformity in the educational system throughout Iran, it gradually
increased its oversight of foreign schools, including American schools. Several laws were enacted and
enforced that gradually limited the activities of these institutions. Schools that did not comply with the
new regulations were quickly shut down. As the reforms progressed, foreign educational institutions
encountered escalating limitations, ultimately rendering their continued operation in Iran unfeasible.
Specifically, five distinct phases can be identified in which laws were enacted and enforced, each
playing a role in the decline of foreign schools, including American schools, in Iran. The first phase
began in the early 1920s, shortly after the establishment of the Supreme Council of Education. The
Ministry of Education, following the Educational Constitution Law of November 1911, tightened its
regulations on the licensing of unofficial schools. It made the issuance of licenses for these schools
dependent on full compliance with the Ministry's regulations, some of which were unacceptable to
American schools.

The second phase started a few months after Mohammad Tadayyon was appointed Minister of
Education. In May and June 1927, two decrees were issued requiring all foreign schools to follow the
Ministry's curriculum at every educational level. Final exams for foreign schools were placed under
the Ministry’s supervision. Any form of antireligion or anti-government propaganda in schools was
banned. Teaching Persian at the elementary level became mandatory for all students, and Islamic
religious studies for Muslim students were made obligatory while teaching non-Islamic religious texts
to Muslim students was prohibited. Several American schools found it impossible to implement,
especially these two latter directives, and resisted. The Ministry of Education responded by shutting
down non-compliant schools. The American boys' and girls' schools in Hamedan and Malayer were
closed, and reopening the Hamadan schools involved significant practical challenges. The Adventist
school in Tabriz nearly faced the same fate as the schools in Hamedan and Malayer. Concerns about
the activities of American schools in Iran and their potential negative impact had gradually increased.

In the next phase, toward the end of Yahya Qaragozlou's tenure as Minister of Education in 1932, the
government prohibited Iranian nationals from enrolling in foreign kindergartens and elementary
schools. Foreign schools were restricted to providing services to Iranians only at the secondary level.
Following this decision, many American cultural institutions in Iran were shut down. A year later, due
to security concerns, the government decided to end the presence of Americans in Urmia, which had
been the main centre of American missionaries in Iran. The apparent reason for this decision was the
government's intention to exert greater control over the ethnic groups and religious minorities in the
northwestern regions of the country. The presence of any foreign group, including American centres,
was viewed as a barrier to this oversight. Therefore, the government bought all the American schools
and other centres in the area, marking the end of 98 years of American missionary presence in Urmia.
During this phase, there was no serious reaction from the American missionaries.

In the winter of 1935, all foreign schools were required to adopt Persian names. The closure of the
Iranian Embassy in the United States and the decline in political relations between the two countries in
the spring of 1936 did not significantly affect the operations of American schools in Iran. Around this
time, the government decided to terminate the operations of the American Lutheran Church's mission,
which had been active among the Kurds in Mahabad for a short period. This decision appears to have
been influenced by similar sensitivities that had prompted the withdrawal of foreign presence in Urmia
three years earlier, rather than being directly related to political relations between the two countries.
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Finally, in the summer of 1939, Reza Shah decided to end the activities of foreign schools in Iran.
Interestingly, this decision coincided with Reza Shah’s increased inclination toward closer ties with
the United States. Hence, it is clear that the decision was unrelated to the diplomatic relations between
the two countries. Furthermore, it was intended that all foreign schools, not just American ones, would
be purchased. The government allowed foreign schools to continue operating until June 1940, and
negotiations began to buy the schools from their owners. All the assets of American missionaries were
appraised and purchased for $1,200,000 in four instalments, the final payment of which was
completed by December 1943. Thus, after 106 years, the activities of American missionaries in Iran
were temporarily suspended. Subsequently, the majority of foreign schools continued their operations
within a restructured framework that was entirely governed by the Ministry of Culture.
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National Library and Documentation Organization of Iran, abbreviated as
Sakma. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 1: 240-014943. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 2: 240-026032. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 3: 310-037946. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 4: 310-072635. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 5: 240-037939. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 6: 297-009997. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 7: 297-016119. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 8: 240-006229. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 9: 297-039129. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 10: 297-005359. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 11: 297-000619. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 12: 310-073176. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 13: 297-023693. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 14: 297-016079. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 15: 310-051700. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 16: 297-015979. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 17: 297-015927. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 18: 952974569 — 5997534. [In Persian].

Sakma, Document 19: 952974499 — 7574953. [In Persian].

Department of Documents and History of Diplomacy of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, abbreviated as Estadukh. [In Persian].

Estadukh, 1305 SH, Box 9, File No. 11. [In Persian].

Estadukh, 1306 SH, Box 35, File No. 37. [In Persian].

Estadukh, 1309 SH, Box 36, File No. 63/27. [In Persian].

Estadukh, 1312 SH, Box 38, File No. 63. [In Persian].

Estadukh, 1315 SH, Box 25, File No. 34. [In Persian].

Estadukh, 1315 SH, Box 64, File No. 12. [In Persian].

Resolutions of the Parliament, 1st term, The Constitution of Education, Vol.
1, Ratified on 1290/8/9. [In Persian].

Resolutions of the Parliament, 3rd term, The Law of the Supreme Council of
Education, Vol. 1, Ratified on 1300/12/20. [In Persian].

Resolutions of the Parliament, 6™ term, The Law on the Authorization to
Establish Branches of the Supreme Council of Education in the Major
Centers of the Provinces and Regions, Vol. 1, Ratified on 1306/6/14. [In
Persian].
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Examples of ownership documents for American schools in Iran: Ownership
document for the American Girls' School in Tehran (SACMA, 042080-230).
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Tash, dated January 1306 (Sakma, 051700-310)
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List of cultural institutions of foreign missionary delegations in Iran and their prices

(SACMA, 037946-310).



