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Education in Qajar Iran functioned as a dynamic social field for reproducing
power relations and social prestige beyond a mere administrative structure. This
study explains the organization of local education in Abadeh County (1210-1344
SH / 1831-1965 AD) by analyzing the structured relationship between the
institution of Waqf (endowment) and the reproduction of cultural capital. The
central research problem is how the local educational system operated without
direct central government intervention and how regional elites managed this
sphere within the decentralized administrative framework of the “Protected
Domains” (Mamalik-i Mahrusah). Using a descriptive-analytical approach
combined with a multi-level documentary analysis of 42 archival sources
(including endowment deeds, school records, travelogues, and administrative
correspondence from NLAI/SAKMA), this study employs Pierre Bourdieu’s
“Cultural Reproduction” theory as its interpretive framework. The findings

indicate that education in Abadeh functioned as an “autonomous field” grounded
in the institutional logic of Waqf. In the absence of a centralized educational
bureaucracy, Wagqf served as a strategic mechanism for converting the economic
capital of local elites into symbolic capital (prestige) and consolidating their
socio-religious legitimacy. Furthermore, the transition to modern education in
this region was not a sudden rupture, but rather a hybrid process built upon the
foundation of traditional networks. The persistent silence of historical documents
regarding the lower and marginalized classes also confirms the role of traditional
education in reproducing structural inequalities under the guise of religious
charity. Ultimately, this study emphasizes the necessity of revising macro-
oriented and centralist narratives in the history of education, underscoring the
critical role of “indigenous logics” in peripheral regions.
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Introduction

The history of education in the Qajar era (1210-1344 SH / 1831-1965 AD) has predominantly
been examined through the lens of modernizing reforms and state-led educational policies. This
historiographical orientation has often resulted in a top-down narrative of change, in which the
central state is portrayed as the principal agent of educational transformation. However, such a
macro-historical approach frequently overlooks the mechanisms of local education and the
agency of regional elites. This study focuses on Abadeh County, a pivotal region in Fars, to
investigate how education functioned within local power dynamics. The central research
question addresses the organization of local education in the absence of centralized state
intervention and examines how the institution of Wagqf (religious endowment) served as the
foundation for the reproduction of cultural capital. By shifting the focus from the capital to the
periphery, this research challenges the prevailing centralist historiography of Iranian education.
It argues that educational development in Qajar Iran cannot be adequately understood without
attending to the localized structures, networks, and practices that operated outside or alongside
the nascent central bureaucracy. In this sense, Abadeh serves not merely as a case study but as a
strategic vantage point from which to reconsider the relationship between center and periphery,
tradition and modernity, and state and society in the history of Iranian education.

2.Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, grounded in the theoretical framework of
Pierre Bourdieu’s “Cultural Reproduction.” The investigation utilizes a multi-level documentary
analysis method. The primary data set comprises 42 archival sources, including endowment
deeds (Waqf-nama), school records, travelogues, and administrative correspondence, primarily
sourced from the National Library and Archives of Iran (SAKMA). By triangulating these
sources, the study maps the structural relationship between the economic capital of local elites
and their socio-religious legitimacy, providing a granular view of how educational networks
operated within the decentralized administrative framework of the ‘“Protected Domains”
(Mamalik-i Mahrusah). The methodological design is deliberately multi-scalar: it moves
between the micro-level of individual endowments and school foundations, the meso-level of
local power networks and familial alliances, and the macro-level of regional and national
administrative frameworks. Bourdieu’s concepts of economic, cultural, and symbolic capital, as
well as the notion of the “field,” provide the analytical vocabulary for interpreting how
educational institutions became sites of social reproduction and legitimization. The use of
Wagqgf-nama is particularly significant, as these documents not only record property transactions
but also encode the moral, religious, and social claims of their founders. By reading these
sources against the grain, the study also attends to the silences and omissions within the archival
record, particularly regarding lower and marginalized classes.

3.Discussion and Findings

The findings reveal that education in Abadeh functioned as an “autonomous field,” largely
independent of the nascent central educational bureaucracy. The institution of Waqf acted as the
primary mechanism for institutionalizing this field. Specifically, the conversion of economic
capital into symbolic capital was the cornerstone of the local power structure; regional elites
secured their social prestige and religious legitimacy by sponsoring traditional schools
(Maktabs) and educational endowments. This process was not merely philanthropic but deeply
strategic: by endowing schools, libraries, and stipends for students and teachers, local notables
inscribed their names into the moral economy of the community, thereby transforming material
wealth into enduring social honor and religious merit. The field of education thus became a
space in which economic resources were converted into cultural and symbolic capital, and in
which local hierarchies were both expressed and reproduced.

Furthermore, the transition from traditional to modern education in Abadeh was not a sudden
rupture as often portrayed in official narratives, but rather a hybrid process. It was a gradual
evolution characterized by the integration of traditional networks into new institutional forms.
Rather than being displaced by modern schools, traditional Maktabs and endowment-based
educational structures often adapted, merged, or coexisted with new institutions, allowing local
elites to maintain their influence while selectively embracing modern curricula and
administrative models. This hybridity challenges linear accounts of educational modernization
and highlights the persistence of indigenous logics and local agency.
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The analysis also highlights the “silence” of historical documents regarding lower and
marginalized classes, a finding that confirms the role of traditional education in reproducing
structural inequalities. The data suggests that education was not merely a pedagogical process
but a socio-political apparatus used by regional elites to consolidate their local standing and
perpetuate existing power relations. Access to education, the content of instruction, and the
social networks formed within educational institutions all reflected and reinforced prevailing
hierarchies of class, gender, and status. In this context, the history of education becomes
inseparable from the history of power.

4.Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the history of education in Qajar Iran cannot be fully understood
without examining the local dynamics of peripheral regions. The Abadeh experience
underscores that local power fields, maintained through endowments and traditional networks,
played a decisive role in shaping the educational landscape. Ultimately, this research argues for
the necessity of revising macro-oriented narratives that treat education as a monolithic,
government-driven phenomenon. By emphasizing “indigenous logics” and the role of local
elites, this paper provides a more nuanced understanding of how traditional structures persisted
and adapted, calling for a broader re-evaluation of educational history in Iran that incorporates
regional perspectives and archival evidence over centralized assumptions. Such a re-evaluation
not only enriches our understanding of the Qajar past but also offers critical insights into the
long-term trajectories of educational development, social stratification, and local governance in
Iran.
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