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Abstract
the transmission of knowledge and skills in the teaching of Iran's traditional arts. Centered on the

master and grounded in oral tradition, ethical bonds, and guild structures, this educational method
has played a decisive role in preserving technical skills and cultural norms With the advent of
modernity and the establishment of new education systems, this model gradually lost its dominant
position; however, in recent years, efforts have been made to revive and reproduce it. In this
approach, the master-apprentice system is portrayed as a spiritual, authentic, and effective model
capable of compensating for the shortcomings of modern art education. The present study employs
a descriptive-analytical approach; drawing upon library sources, it seeks to evaluate this idealized
image in light of historical and social evidence. The central question is what characteristics defined
the master-apprentice system throughout its historical evolution, and to what extent it can be
considered a flawless model capable of being revived in contemporary times. findings indicate that,
although the master-apprentice system has for centuries borne the burden of transmitting
knowledge and skills—demonstrating notable effectiveness—its practice faces serious challenges
when subjected to modern critical scrutiny or viewed through the lens of a critical analysis of
tradition. Alongside its positive functions in skill transfer and the preservation of tradition, this
method has also been associated with structural limitations in power relations, the monopolization
of knowledge, a lack of structured training, and the stifling of innovation. Therefore, reproducing it
without regard for the social and educational exigencies of the new era cannot provide a suitable
response to the challenges of contemporary art education.
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Introduction

For centuries, the master-apprentice system served as the principal mode of knowledge and skill transmission in
Iran’s traditional arts. Rooted in oral instruction, ethical relations, and guild organization, it played a crucial role
in preserving technical expertise and cultural values. With the rise of modernity and new educational
institutions, its dominance gradually declined; yet in recent years, efforts have been made to revive and
reproduce it as a spiritual, authentic, and effective alternative to modern art education. Using a descriptive-
analytical approach and library-based sources, this study critically examines this idealized image in light of
historical and social evidence. It asks what characteristics defined the system across its historical development
and whether it can truly be regarded as a flawless model for contemporary revival. The findings suggest that,
despite its effectiveness in skill transmission, the system also involved structural limitations in power relations,
knowledge monopolization, limited formal training, and constraints on innovation.

For centuries, the transmission of art and craft in Iran took place primarily in two settings: royal workshops and
local bazaars. Despite differences in context, the overall structure of training in both spheres was similar.
Learning occurred informally within the traditional master-apprentice system, which remained the main
framework for artistic education for many years. Its key features included the centrality of the master in
teaching style and method, oral and hereditary transmission of knowledge, reliance on unwritten tradition,
secrecy surrounding professional techniques, and the limited circulation of specialized skills. During the Safavid
period, the prosperity of royal workshops and commercial activity in bazaars contributed to the expansion of
this system. However, social, economic, and cultural transformations in the Qajar era gradually altered this
situation. The introduction of new civilizational forms, growing patterns of contact, and the emergence of
photography and printing had a profound impact on art in Qajar Iran. Under the influence of modernity, many
aspects of Iranian art were reshaped, the status of the master-apprentice system declined significantly, and
school- and university-based models replaced earlier forms of training. In the contemporary period, efforts have
been made to revive this traditional method under concepts such as mentorship and apprenticeship. Yet in Iran,
such efforts have largely been advanced by traditionalist thinkers, who often present an idealized, spiritualized
view of art and its educational forms. This article therefore critically examines that perspective and questions
the claim that the master-apprentice system can be revived unchanged in the present day.

Materials & Methods

The present study adopts a qualitative approach and employs a descriptive-analytical method. Drawing on a
broad range of previous studies, it seeks to re-examine the historical development of the traditional system and
to open a path toward a more precise and comprehensive understanding of this field. In this process, historical
sources and evidence, as well as recent studies, have been used simultaneously. In particular, historical research
has been given special attention for its documented examination of historical evidence in order to critique the
claims advanced in this area. Historical sources used in many cases helped the final analysis and provided
significant data that were incorporated into the concluding analysis. In this study, the analysis of the master-
apprentice system and its various dimensions is based on a mixed framework that, on the one hand, draws on
the concept of “traditional authority” in classical sociology and, on the other, on critical approaches in the study
of power and education. This framework makes it possible to analyze the master-apprentice system both as a
historical structure grounded in traditional authority and to critically assess its implications for either reinforcing
or constraining diversity and innovation in art education.

Research Findings

Considering the points which are regarding criticism of this educational model and the factors that contributed
to the decline of the master-apprentice system, it seems that a complete revival of such a system in
contemporary society is either impossible or of limited utility. The social, cultural, and economic conditions of
the modern era make the reproduction of this system highly difficult. In particular, given the transformation of
the moral and traditional fabric of society and the shift in prevailing values, the former system can no longer be
effective, at least in theoretical education. Moreover, the significance of population growth—and consequently
the expansion of demand and production for trade and international export—must also be taken into account.
These developments made the establishment of systematic, modern, university-based education necessary, as
the old master-apprentice model could not respond to such a scale of demand. This was an inevitable transition,
one that moved artistic training and production beyond the confines of a few masters and small workshops,
enabling a larger number of individuals to enter the labor market after formal and structured education, while
also freeing tools, resources, raw materials, and their supply channels from monopoly. Therefore, the revival of
the master-apprentice system today is not merely an educational issue; rather, it is incompatible with, or at least
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inconsistent with, many aspects of contemporary society. While the system historically met part of society’s
educational and professional needs, the changes in social structure and the criticisms it has faced have made
education no longer dependent on a personal and limited relationship between master and apprentice. The
transformation of educational structures, the need for assessable learning and skills, the requirement of learners’
rights and educational justice, the rapid circulation of knowledge, occupational specialization, and the
dependence of education on formal institutions have all severely limited the possibility of its direct
reconstruction.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

From the perspective of traditionalist advocates of art, the gap between modern art education and religiosity,
moralism, and other components of Iranian-Islamic identity is regarded as one of the weaknesses of modern
artistic training; for this reason, the need to transform this system and return to the former mode of education is
considered necessary. This approach seeks to replace the modern university-based system with the older model
of master-apprentice training, without paying sufficient attention to its structural and educational limitations.
Although the master-apprentice method does possess certain valuable pedagogical features, it is fundamentally
marked by inefficiencies that render it inadequate for contemporary needs and conditions. Historically, this
educational model was not devoid of shortcomings, injustices, and violations of human and ethical principles,
either in practice or in the ideals expressed in futuwwat manuals and codes of conduct. Among these were
tendencies toward exclusivism and the preservation of personal interests, whether exercised openly through
traditional authority or implicitly through hidden forms of power. Therefore, the mere presence of moral
statements in surviving texts does not mean that they were observed in practice, and the lived experience of
many individuals trained within this system points to a different reality: while the method was effective in
transferring “skill,” it was ineffective in fostering scientific development and critical thinking.

Accordingly, the critiques offered from psychological, epistemological, economic, and innovation-oriented
perspectives are not separate observations, but rather manifestations of a single order, one in which traditional
power is inscribed through educational and cultural mechanisms into the minds and identities of apprentices,
turning education into a site for reproducing hierarchy and control.
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