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Abstract

The present study explores the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company's educational policies
during the interwar period, 1921-1945. In these years, the rapid growth of labor
requirements in the new Iranian oil industry and pressure from the Iranian
government to employ Iranian workers impelled the company toward opening
technical schools. Drawing upon archival materials and historical records, the
present study investigates the creation of this educational system and the motives of
the company behind this initiative, as well as its consequences for the training of
skilled Iranian labor. The results show that although the schools contributed to
workforce training in Iran, the company's economic and political interests, such as
cost reduction and full control over labor, played a basic role in the structuring of
these initiatives. Further, it appears that discrimination between Iranian and foreign
workers, unsatisfactory working and living conditions, and limited possibilities for
professional development led to growing dissatisfaction among workers and
graduates of these institutions. The paper concludes with an assessment of the short-
and long-term implications of these policies for the oil industry as a whole and
Iranian society.

« Assistant Professor of History, National Archive & Library of Iran (Corresponding Author),
r-motaghedi@nlai.ir, Orcid/0000-0002-7355-3285-

« Assistant Professor of History, National Archive & Library of Iran, m-abdollahi@nlai.ir,
Orcid/0009-0001-8929-5671-

Date received: 02/09/2025, Date of acceptance: 03/11/2025



Abstract 228

Keywords: apprenticeship, technical schools, Anglo-Iranian Oil Company,

occupational discrimination, labor history.

Introduction

The discovery of oil in Iran in 1908 turned it into a field of colonial competition,
above all between Britain and other powers. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company
dominated much of the Iranian oil resources and as such heavily influenced the
economic, social, and political institutions of the nation. The training of the required
skilled workforce to keep the new industry viable thus became an urgent issue.
Because of the shortage of skilled local labor, the company initially hired foreign
workers, especially Indians, but pressure by the Iranian government, as well as the
company's own economic and political considerations, gradually led to the
emergence of a special educational system in the oil industry.

As for previous research, Mehdi Esmaili has studied the general history of the
Tehran Industrial Conservatory, founded after Dar al-Fonun to promote Iran's
technological capability within general education. Ali Yaqoubi Nejad's The Oil
Chief includes useful narratives on the lives, health, and education of nomads in the
early years of oil discovery and extraction. In contrast with many historical studies
that were content to outline either economic or political aspects, Yaqoubi Nejad
gives an account of oil labor's social environment. Ghobad Fakhimi's Thirty Years
of Iranian Oil is an account of the development of the oil industry from
nationalization into the era of the Islamic Revolution, including personal
reminiscences of his internship in one of the oil technical schools, and hence a
source—although not a direct precedent—of value for the present study. In general,
the subject of apprentices in the oil industry and technical schools in the south is

absent from the historiography.

Materials and Methods

This paper critically analyzes the educational policies of the Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company during the interwar period, between 1921 and 1945, showing how this
company developed technical skills among Iranian oil industry workers while
simultaneously using educational policy as a tool for labor control, cost-cutting, and
protecting the interests of the company. Based on critical archival sources and
historical document analysis, this research points out that systemic discrimination,
poor living and working conditions, and severe limitations on career prospects led to
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general discontent among both trainees and graduates, shaping the future path of
development of the Iranian oil industry. The key objective is to analyze the
establishment of the educational system, identify the real motives of the company
behind establishing such an education system, and discuss the implications for labor

relations and class consciousness among Iranian workers.

Discussion and Results

According to official statistics, in 1927 (1306 AH), the oil company employed 4,598
non-Iranian technical staff and 21,288 Iranian workers. The company justified this
imbalance based on the illiteracy and lack of technical expertise of Iranians.
However, the Iranian government considered the company bound by Article 12 of
the D’Arcy Concession to give priority to Iranian labor. All-around educational
development was seldom a priority for colonial powers. Instead, the latter sought to
establish systems that produced small numbers of educated individuals suitable for
administrative and commercial work. Between the two world wars, technical
education for colonial youth was mainly designed to produce subordinate native
cadres necessary for the running of colonial administrations and economic
enterprises (Whitehead, 1981, p. 71). These usually received training as clerks,
translators, teachers, and medical assistants—a policy widely followed in India and
elsewhere in the colonies. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company partly followed this
pattern in Iran for a number of reasons.

First, the company's managers believed that training Iranian workers would serve
to keep labor unrest in check and preserve managerial authority. Second, such a
policy had much to offer in savings and shareholder profits, as Iranian workers
received substantially lower wages than their foreign colleagues. Replacing Indian
workers with Iranians thus represented a considerable economic advantage for
the company.

Despite the extent of these training programs, sharp disagreements over the rate
and regularity of replacement of foreign personnel with trained Iranians constantly
emerged between the company and the Iranian government. The government
insisted on immediate results, while the company opposed it, citing the long training
period that the Iranians needed to occupy higher positions. School curricula and
teaching texts at the primary and secondary levels were for the most part the same as
those used in France and were passed by the national Education Council; the oil

company designed its own for its technical institutions.
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With strong governmental support, new schools proliferated after World War L.
Nationwide attention to literacy and education is reflected in the rapid expansion of
schools, from 612 in 1922 (1301 AH) to 1,943 in 1924 (1303 AH) (Abrahamian,
2010, p. 158). A few years later, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company saw the
establishment of technical and industrial schools as a long-term investment in
developing a skilled Iranian workforce. At the surface level, this seemed to reflect
concern for domestic human resource development and a decrease in reliance on
foreign labor. In actuality, however, the investment was inextricably linked to the
company's political and economic interests. By creating a technically trained and
subordinated Iranian workforce, the company aimed to lower its costs, solidify
managerial control, and prevent labor unrest.

Conclusion

The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company’s educational policies during the interwar years
(1921-1945) reveal a complex interplay of ambition, contradiction, and unintended
consequence. The urgent need for skilled labor and governmental pressure prompted
the company to invest in technical education. Although this effort ostensibly aimed to
promote local human resource development and reduce reliance on foreign labor, the
company’s hidden agenda—cost minimization, worker control, and the preservation of
colonial interests—ultimately undermined the initiative’s effectiveness. The technical
schools did produce a generation of technicians and specialists who later contributed
significantly to the oil industry. Yet, their experiences were marked by inequality and
frustration. Systematic discrimination against Iranian workers, poor living and
working conditions, and strict barriers to professional advancement generated
widespread dissatisfaction. These grievances not only signaled the failure of the
company’s educational policies but also helped to foster class consciousness,
contributing to later movements such as the oil nationalization campaign. By
prioritizing short-term economic gain over equitable labor development, the company
inadvertently sowed the seeds of its own long-term challenges. The Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company’s experience thus serves as a cautionary tale for contemporary policymakers
and industrial leaders, particularly in developing nations: technical training alone
cannot ensure sustainable growth without parallel attention to the social, economic,
and moral conditions of labor. The educational legacy of this period—marked by both

progress and inequity—remains a valuable lesson for the future of Iran’s oil sector and
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other industries, underscoring the necessity of a comprehensive, human-centered

approach to workforce development.
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