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Abstract

More than four decades after the , the stands as the most consequential cultural event
in its aftermath. It marks a historical divide in the policies, programs, approaches, and
methodological foundations of higher education in Iran—before and after its
occurrence. Perhaps the most enduring impact of any historical transformation lies in
the establishment of post-event institutions, which may take the form of concrete and
formal entities (as emphasized by old institutionalists) or result in the creation of rules,
constraints, and informal norms (as proposed by new institutionalists).

This study aims to examine the historical evolution of parallel
institutions formed during the Cultural Revolution and to describe the institutional
changes that reshaped Iran’s higher education system. Using adocumentary
research method, it explores how the institutions that emerged within universities
during this period acquired many features of effective institutions and have retained
their institutional influence and persistence to the present day.

According to the analytical framework of this study, the parallel institutions
created under the Cultural Revolution can be divided into two main categories:

1. Parallel universities, such as and , whose foundations were laid during the

Cultural Revolution period; and
2. New or alternative missions, such as the —which later evolved into the —

initially ~conceived as temporary policy instruments but gradually

institutionalized into powerful, enduring structures.
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Introduction
The Iranian  Cultural Revolution represents the most significant cultural
transformation in the history ofIranian Revolution. Beginning in 1980, it
fundamentally reshaped the structure, policies, and identity of Iran’s higher
education system. Historically, revolutions have been associated with political and
social transformation, but in the case of Iran, the Cultural Revolution specifically
targeted universities as critical arenas for ideological reconstruction. This revolution
aimed to “Islamicize” higher education by closing universities, reforming curricula,
removing faculty members considered politically or ideologically incompatible with
the new system, and creating institutional structures aligned with revolutionary
values. Over the subsequent decades, the revolution has left a profound legacy
through the establishment of parallel institutions that have continued to shape the
governance, culture, and mission of universities in Iran. These institutions not only
transformed the structure of academic life but also created enduring mechanisms of

control, surveillance, and alternative missions.

Purpose

This article examines the historical formation, institutional logic, and enduring
impact of parallel institutions that emerged during the Cultural Revolution. It
focuses on how these institutions were conceptualized as temporary or
complementary structures but evolved into permanent pillars of the higher
education system. The research aims to provide (1) a historical mapping of the
institutional landscape of universities during the Cultural Revolution, (2) an analysis
of the organizational models and missions of the newly established universities and
oversight bodies, and (3) a critical discussion of their long-term effects on university
autonomy and academic culture. The study identifies two major categories of
parallel institutionalization: (a) parallel universities established during or
immediately after the revolution, and (b) new or alternative missions—oversight
bodies and regulatory structures that assumed long-term authority over academic

governance.

Methodology
The study employs a documentary research method, drawing on archival records,

policy documents, speeches, official publications, and newspaper archives from 1979
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to 1984. This approach is particularly suited to historical-institutional research that
emphasizes path dependency and the long-term consequences of critical junctures.
The analysis is informed by the framework of historical institutionalism, which
highlights how initial institutional choices constrain future options and reproduce
themselves over time. All collected documents were systematically reviewed,
categorized, and analyzed to identify key themes and patterns in the establishment

and consolidation of parallel institutions.

Findings

The findings reveal that the Cultural Revolution institutionalized two major legacies:

1. Parallel universities: New institutions were established with strong political-
ideological missions rather than academic autonomy. Examples include Imam
Sadiq University, Tarbiat Modares University, Islamic Azad University, Razavi
University of Islamic Sciences, the Sunni Islamic University, and the School of
Judicial Studies in Qom. These institutions were founded to train cadres loyal to
the new system and to bypass traditional academic structures. They became
embedded as permanent actors in Iran’s higher education landscape.

2. New or alternative missions: Initially temporary oversight structures such
as Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution, Jihad Daneshgahi (Academic
Jihad), curriculum revision committees, and ideological vetting systems for
students and faculty gradually evolved into enduring mechanisms of governance
and control. They introduced a dual structure in which universities coexist with
powerful external regulatory institutions, often with overlapping or competing
authority.

These developments entrenched long-term tensions between academic
communities and external power structures. The dual institutional architecture has
also affected gender dynamics, cultural expression, and political participation on
campuses, reinforcing ideological boundaries and limiting pluralism.

Conclusion

The Iranian Cultural Revolution was not merely a short-term policy intervention but
acritical juncture that reshaped the trajectory of higher education in Iran. By
creating parallel universities and permanent oversight structures, it institutionalized
a dual governance model that continues to shape university life today. These
institutions have restricted academic autonomy, politicized academic spaces, and

introduced enduring ideological filters. While they were originally designed as
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temporary revolutionary tools, their entrenchment has made them resistant to
reform and central to the identity of Iranian higher education.

Novelty

This article contributes to the literature by offering the first comprehensive
historical-institutional analysis of parallel universities and governance
structures created during the Cultural Revolution. Previous research has examined
ideological aspects or educational reforms in isolation, but this study systematically
traces how revolutionary decisions produced long-lasting institutional arrangements.
By combining historical analysis with institutional theory, it provides a framework
for understanding how political revolutions can permanently reshape the structure
of academic fields. This perspective is particularly relevant for analyzing the
enduring tension between state power and university autonomy in post-

revolutionary societies.
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