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The book " The Ventures of University" written by Maghsoud Farasatkhah is undoubtedly a reference book and
research and education handbook in the field of university studies and historical and sociological studies of higher
education in the Persian language, written by one of the most prominent scholars of the field in Iran. This book,
under the title "Historical study of higher education and the economic, social, political and cultural developments
affecting it", supposed to achieve two different but related goals: providing a comprehensive historical report of
the institute of university in Iran, and providing a sociological analysis of its formation. It is the pursuit of this
double goal that has increased the volume of the book to 780 pages, in addition to the fact that each of the eight
chapters of the book, which covers a wide range from the ancient to the contemporary period in Iran and the
world, in addition to the descriptive and analytical history of higher education, contains extensive material of the
history of political, social, economic and cultural developments at every stage. However, a careful examination
of the book shows that Farastkhah has not succeeded in the second goal of the book, which is to establish a
connection between the external social changes and the internal developments of the institution of higher
education, and this weakness, of course, has also undermined the historical narrative of the book. Despite the
great effort and details, the book suffers from a fundamental split between the inside and outside of the
educational institution, academic history, planning and administration of higher education; with the political,
social, economic and cultural environment. This gap roots in the "positivist essentialism’ in research
methodology, and transhistorical and transcendence understanding of the rational institution of the university
which has prevented the realization of the second goal, i.e. reading university in the context of society, and so,
has reduced the institution of university to just a tertiary educating institute by neglecting the epistemic, cultural
and political implications of academic construction.

Methodological positivism and
split narrative of university and
society: A critical study of the Book
the Venture and Historicity of
University in Iran by Maghsoud
Farasatkhah. University Studies,
1(2),173-181.

doi: 10.22035/jous.2023.5027.1036

URL:
http://www jous.ir/article_432.html

Copyright:
© The Authors. This is an open access
article under the CC BY 4.0 license



mailto:badamchi@iscs.ac.ir

University Studies

Extended Abstract

INTRODUCTION

Undoubtedly, The Venture and Historicity of University in Iran by Maghsoud
Farasatkhah can be considered a reference book and a handbook in the field of
university studies, both from historical and sociological point of views. Farasatkhah
is one of the most distinguished and outstanding researchers, lecturers and experts
in the field of higher education in Iran. Of course, this book has a special and
central place among all the works of the author in terms of authenticity and
comprehensiveness.

INTRODUCING THE BOOK

The Ventures of University in Iran in a comprehensive book written by Maghsoud
Farasatkhah, a member of the Institute for Research and Planning in Higher
Education. As the subtitle suggests, this book has been written with aim of studying
the historicity of higher education in the context of Iran's economic, social, political
and cultural developments. Among its eight chapters which covers from the ancient
period to the 1380s (of solar calendar), 311 pages are dedicated to the Pahlavi period
and 256 pages to the period of the Islamic Republic, and the first 164 pages deal
with the introduction to the establishment of the modern institution of “The
University” in 1313. In other words, Farasatkhah points that the foundation of the
University of Tehran is the starting point of the university historiography in Iran.
He states in the introduction that if the university system in the West has a history
of eight hundred years and has gone through three periods of “Preparation”
(Middle Ages), “Formation” (From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment) and
“Development”, while the university system in Iran "has suffered a historical
deferment and attributed just to about the recent 70-80 years", which compared to
the usual three-stage growth in the world, has gone through seven periods of ups
and downs on its way to development. The same logic has also shaped the
compilation of the book: 1. Deferment and Delay (Safavid period and before); 2.
Provision/Preparation (Qajar period), 3. Genesis (Constitutional period); 4.
Establishment and Formation (First Pahlavi period); 5. Growth and Expansion
(1332-1352); 6. Unfinished Development (1352-1357); and 7. From Closure and
Deferment to Adjustment and Challenges of Redevelopment (Since the victory of
the Islamic Revolution) (p. 11).

The first, second, and third chapters of the book contains 70 pages which are
respectively entitled as "Evolution of Science and Knowledge Institutions during the
Ancient Civilization"; "Middle Age; Preparing Period of University in the World"
and, "From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment". These shed light on the
development of science and technology in the ancient civilization of Sumer and
Crete and the structural difficulties and limitations of the ancient Iranian
civilization, the period of relative prosperity of science in Gondishapur and a
comparative study of intellectual and scientific developments from the Middle Ages

to the 18th century with regard to the Western and Islamic civilizations. In the first



chapter, which is summarized in four tables as "Some Factors Affecting Increasing
Demand for Teaching and Learning Technology and Knowledge in..." for each
historical period, Farasatkhah believes that these are economic, political and
cultural developments (or factors such as business growth, urban planning,
population increase, security, democratic freedoms, improving the status of women,
etc.) that create a demand for science and technology education in every
civilization, and the lack of these factors in ancient and medieval Iran had been the
main obstacle to the emergence and growth of science and technology institutions
until the Safavid era. Therefore, the main theme of these three chapters is to express
some structural reasons for Iran's historical backwardness compared to the progress
of the West in eight hundred years of history. This has been compiled with the
author's scattered references to other works that deal with the issue of the reasons
behind Iran's backwardness, which according to Farasatkhah, can also be
generalized to the historical delay in establishing a modern university. He says, even
though the names of top level intellectuals and elites can be seen in the early
civilization of Islam, but this intellectual excellence could not last long in this
geographical area and instead, the Latin translation of Muslim works until
Renaissance helped establish and develop new universities in Europe. As
Farasatkhah himself notes, the first three chapters of his book are, in fact, a
historical investigation to find an answer to the question: "Why were we delayed in
creating a modern academic system?" (p. 56). From this point of view, the fourth
chapter and the beginning of reform during the Qajar era is the first phase that,
according to Farasatkhah, finds a connection with the origin of the university
historiography in Iran.

The fourth chapter entitled "Post-Enlightenment; The Period of the
Development of University in the World" after giving a summary of developments
taking place in the western university system in the 19th century, deals with the
chaotic situation in Iran after the collapse of the Safavid, defeat in the wars with
Russia and the start of emergency government reforms, one of the main elements of
which, was to draw the attention of the country's elites to the importance of new
schools and the beginning of the "modern educational movement" in Iran, which
followed in three rounds of reforms i.e. the period of Abbas Mirza and deputies,
Amir Kabir and Moshir al-Doulahs and in six stages: 1. The beginning of
dispatching of students to abroad; 2. Promoting the idea of the importance of new
educational institutions through travelogues; 3. Establishing the first new schools by
Christian Missioners; 4. Establishing the first new educational institutions within
the government, especially Dar al-Funun; 5. Creating the ministry of science; and 6.
The emergence of new educational associations outside the government, especially
the “Ma’refat Association”.

The fifth chapter is a short one about a brief constitutional regime of Qajar,
which Farasatkhah considers the approval of the "Administrative Law of the
Ministry of Education, Endowments and handicrafts" in the second parliament in
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1288 as the most important event in the structural establishment of new education
in Iran. The foundation, growth and expansion of "high schools" as preparatory
institutions of new higher education are also related to this period, which is not
covered in this chapter and is wrongly placed in the sixth chapter of the book (Pp.
200-241).

The sixth chapter "First Pahlavi Period; Establishing University within the
Government" which consists of two large parts, one describing the political, social,
cultural and economic developments of Reza Shah's period and the other, the
concluding chapter, and a small part between these two describes some important
indicators and issues in administrating universities. The conclusion of this chapter
also consists of two large parts in explaining statute and general characteristics of
high schools of the constitutional period as well as the University of Tehran in its
first two decades, and tries to count the strengths and weaknesses of these two
periods, which contain important historical points. Among problems such as
centralism, lack of requirement assessment, excessive dependence on government
budget, weakness of applied approach, weakness of research, split between old and
new, lack of attention to small and open education, independence of university,
understanding university as a cultural institute instead of specialised institute, and
in general defining the university within the government as part of the
modernization project of the authoritarian state, all of which later become chronic
and persistent problems in Iranian higher education.

The seventh chapter of the book is entitled "The Second Pahlavi Period", a large
part of which is dedicated to the review of political, social, economic and cultural
developments during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah and the path leading to
the Islamic Revolution of 1357. According to Farasatkhah, the Pahlavi government
had a dual structure, which on the one hand attracted modernist intellectuals and
educated people, and was moving rapidly towards the modernization of the Iranian
society, and on the other hand, there were trends of autocracy, repression and
severe corruption mixed with foreign dependence to Imperialist powers within it.
With regard to the effect of this dual structure on higher education, Farasatkhah
relates the growth and proliferation of higher education to the successful
implementation of pre-revolutionary development programs to the positive
orientation of the Pahlavi regime, and from this concludes that the decade of the 20s
until 1332, due to the turmoil and conflicts caused by political pluralism and party
competitions, was not successful in implementing the first development program
and as a result, the proliferation of university was unsuccessful. In spite, he
introduces the two decades of authoritarian modernization after the coup from
1332 to 1352 as the "Proliferation Period". In this chapter, Farasatkhah believes that
some issues arising in the rapid quantitative proliferation forced educational
policymakers to qualitatively review this process in the early 1350s which led to a
new era of correcting some shortcomings in indicators such as women's access,
balance in study groups, development of teaching staff, adjustment of bachelor's



orientation by expanding vocational courses, adjustment of centralism by expansion
of provincial centers, and creating more diversity in academic fields, which he
describes as "unfinished development".

The eighth chapter titled "The Islamic Revolution Period" is the most detailed
one, the major part of which is dedicated to “The Cultural Revolution” and the
description of its intense tendency to control the higher education in the first
decade of the revolution, and at the end of the chapter, mentioning some
proceedings in order to compensate for some previous damages in the renewed
modernization of the post-war years of 1370s and the First to Fourth Development
Plans. This chapter is the most prominent due to quantitative data and documents
referred and the originality of the subject as well as important information about the
emergence of strategic trends in higher education after the revolution including, the
merger and dissolution of education centers, the separation of medical education,
the curriculum planning, the centralisation of faculty recruitment and the addition
of “The Selection Committee”, Islamization of humanities and social sciences,
changes in the perspective of the independence of universities and changes in
statistics related to variables of the entry and employment of women, technical-
vocational education, the diversity of academic fields and the distribution of
universities at the national level, welfare issues of faculty members, distant
education and in particular, the establishment and extraordinary growth of Islamic
Azad University as a non-governmental open higher education institute.

THE MOST IMPORTANT CRITICAL POINTS

The Ventures of University in Iran is an important and admirable book, because it is
an outcome of a lengthy and exhaustive research in the pristine and unexplored
areas of "university studies” by an Iranian researcher involved in higher education
policymaking (the Institute for Research and Planning in Higher Education) in the
post-Islamic revolution years'. In this field of study, the book has chosen a dual goal
that has doubled its burden: as its main title implies, on the one hand, it tries to be a
first-rate historical research which is trying to compensate the lack of information
about the history of Iranian universities; on the other, as subtitle suggests, it wants
to be a second-rate sociological work that places the official and administrative
history of this institution in the context of the political, social, economic, and
cultural developments of its time.

Methodologically, in the first sentence of the introduction with which the book
begins, Farasatkhah specifies the second goal as follows: "The basic assumption in
this study is that the transformation of new educational, scientific and academic
institutions in societies emerges and moves forward step by step with other
economic, social, cultural and political transformations" (p. 11). Attention to this

1. For info on non-Iranian researchers in post-revolution years, refer to Manashri, 2017. translated by
the author and Erfan Mosleh
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point is the most important feature of Farasatkhah's research, especially when we
noticed that the first goal of research and the narrative of the official history is also
greatly influenced by the point of view that the researcher adopts towards the
second issue. Farasatkhah’s serious attention to the political and social contexts in
different chapters of the book, shows his emphasis on this point.

However, the author believes that the book has not been successful in
addressing the second goal, because the theoretical framework adopted in the
research basically prevented him from studying the university in its social context.
In other words, from the perspective of university studies as well as science and
technology studies (STS), Farasatkhah's view of university suffers from a kind of
"positivist essentialism" which inevitably creates a rigid barrier between "inside" and
"outside” of the university, isolating that from all social, political, economic and
cultural fields, which occupies more than half of the book. These aspects have been
kept behind the doors of university as a set of external factors and inherently unable
to determine and influence the internal relations of the academic institution.

This issue is not only at the content analysing level of science, technology,
knowledge, researches, and curricula, which are absolutely not taken into account
throughout the book, but also at the level of university management and higher
education policymaking, which is only cited in relation to the external and
quantitative indicators of higher education such as the ratio and method of
students’ admission, the type of study courses (bachelor/associate/additional
studies), diversity of areas, administrative rules and regulations and payments of
tuition fee. This is why in this book, we do not come across university as a
“scientific or thinking or research or technology institute” or deal with its role in the
production and political economy, but we simply encounter with the university as
an institution that provides higher education services and tertiary degrees. In the
various chapters of the book, "educational demand" is the main intermediary
concept that mediates between long political and social sections at the beginning of
the chapter and the statistics and figures related to higher education comes
subsequently. This is the basis of the author's final assessment about success or
failure of higher education management and policy in that period.

The simplistic use of the same interpretations of success/failure,
positive/negative, strength/weakness about higher education policy and
administration in different historical periods is one of the signs and consequences
of the positivist essentialist methodology in this book. Like the positivist
modernization therories, Farasatkhah adopts the linear philosophy and
evolutionary history of preparation-formation-development by imitationg the
developmental stages in the West and makes it a basis for evaluating the history of
university in Iran. He assumes the university as a universal institution with a unique
history, which should inevitably follow the predetermined path of growth and
proliferation. Although Farsatkhah is admitting in a very important and



fundamental phrase of the book "in general, the history of the Iranian university is
tied to political sociology" (p. 684), the same positivist essentialist orientation
obliges him to embraces a technocratic understanding of this basic principle.
Considering "development programs" as a natural, rigid and solid entity without
any background and historical context, he assumes the whole society, culture,
economy and history evaluated in a close binary role: The positive role of being
authentic and affirming, or the negative role of obstructing and resisting against this
trans-historical, trans-human, trans-political, linear, universal, unige road to going
forward.

Strange enough that the author, in the beginning of some chapters of his book,
specifies the difference of "multiple university models" proportional to their social,
political, economic and cultural context in different countries, especially in six
distinct historical paths of English/ German/ French/ Italian/ Soviet/ American. But
every time, he abandons this approach which is in conflict with his modernization
framework and instead, interprets the contemporary developments in Iran as
"growth; adapted from the conventional model of Western modernity” (p. 504).
Meanwhile, taking the discussion of "multiple academic models" seriously requires
considering the different paths of modernity and modernization in historical
objectivity, which inevitably introduces a hermeneutic, historical, genealogical and
contextual approach to university studies, based on which, it is not impossible to
speak in an essentialist and positivist way about the pros and cons or the success
and failure of the university project in Iran, rather; by rejecting the possibility of
methodological transcendence of the Rational Institutions, the history of the
university is also placed in the context of complex socail interactions and
contradictions and omnipresent power forces. If this methodological turn is
followed, many historical events which are considered sacred, beyond human reach,
the ideal product of pure wisdom, fallen on our contemporary history and all
human geography would be perceived problematic. With the removal of the mask
of universal rationality, many aspects that were left out as irrational factors, regain
their importance. Just conditioned to this methological turn, we may hope that the
second and main goal of The Venture of University in Iran can successfully open the
closed and impenetrable doors of university to the political, social, cultural and
economic history of contemporary Iran and its sociological analysis.
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