
Abstract
In the Second Half of the Iranian Renaissance (9th–13th Centuries CE), which 
led to the flourishing of the Persian language, philosophy, and rational sciences, 
the arrival of Turks from the northwest into Iran altered the political-military 
structures and redirected the trajectory of knowledge in the Islamic world. With 
the dominance of the Ghaznavids and Seljuks, the scientific center of gravity 
shifted back toward the western centers of the Islamic world, with religious sci-
ences and Arabic language gaining prominence in educational domains. How-
ever, eastern regions, such as those under the Khwarazmian rule, remained ex-
ceptions, preserving their indigenous rational traditions. This article, drawing 
on historical studies of medicine and education, examines the transformations 
during this “Era of Elite Schools” and demonstrates how this period laid the 
foundation for the Nizamiyyah schools, religious-scientific networks, and a shift 
in the scientific balance between the eastern and western Islamic world. This 
process continued until the Mongol invasion, after which a phase of scientific 
reconstruction began.
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Introduction
The accumulation of knowledge during the first half of the Iranian Renaissance neces-

sitated a structured educational system for individuals seeking advanced education be-
yond the general studies of that era to facilitate the exchange of knowledge. This period 
can be referred to as the “Era of Elite Schools (5th–7th centuries AH or 11th–13th Cen-
turies CE).” Emerging after the First Half of the Iranian Renaissance, this era fostered 
the consolidation of the Persian language in scientific and literary domains, the growth 
of Peripatetic and Illuminationist philosophies, and the flourishing of mathematical and 
natural sciences (Makdisi, 1981). With the rise of Turkish soldiers to power—such as 
the Ghaznavids and Seljuks—a significant shift occurred in the structure and content of 
education. The scientific center of gravity shifted from eastern Iran and Greater Khorasan 
to the western Islamic world (Iraq, Levant, and Hijaz), with the Arabic language and 
religious sciences gaining prominence over natural sciences within the broader Islamic 
world and its formal educational framework (Makdisi, 1981; Dhanani, 2007, pp. 19-39). 
This article illustrates how the transformations of this period led to the establishment of 
the Nizamiyyah schools, religious-scientific networks, and a shift in the scientific balance 
between the eastern and western Islamic world.

Methods
This study is based on a systematic review of articles published in journals on the his-

tory of science and Islamic medical history. The searched resources include databases 
such as Scopus, JSTOR, and Islamic History Online. Selected articles were chosen based 
on their historical relevance, reference to primary evidence, and focus on scientific de-
velopments the First Half of the Iranian Renaissance, as well as the impact of educational 
institutions on medical sciences in the western and eastern Islamic periods.

Findings
An examination of historical documents and scientific texts from the 10th to 12th cen-

turies CE reveals that the “Era of Elite Schools” represented a systematic approach to 
education and knowledge development in Islamic-Iranian civilization. This period, con-
sidered a direct extension of the first half of the “Iranian Renaissance,” led to the expan-
sion of educational institutions with stable financial structures and extensive scientific 
networks (Makdisi, 1981). The Nizamiyyah schools, first established in Baghdad and 
later in Nishapur, Merv, and Isfahan, served as the backbone of this educational system, 
providing a platform for the convergence of jurists, theologians, physicians, and philoso-
phers (Dhanani, 2007, pp. 19-39).

During this era, the Persian language, particularly in eastern Iran, became a significant 
medium for writing philosophical, medical, and literary works. Nonetheless, Arabic re-
mained the dominant language for formal scientific and theoretical discourse, especially 
in medicine and natural philosophy (Nasr, 2003). Consequently, a duality in linguistic 
function emerged: Persian served as a cultural-literary and occasionally scientific-applied 
medium, while Arabic functioned as the official tool for advanced education in sciences 
like medicine and philosophy. This pattern shifted to some extent with the integration of 
Turkish slaves into the administrative systems of the Seljuk and Ghaznavid governments. 
With the rise of Turkish military power, a stronger inclination toward western models 



(Levant and Iraq) in education and sciences emerged, accompanied by an increased atten-
tion to Arabic reference texts and Baghdad-based scholastic traditions (Hodgson, 1974). 
However, eastern regions, including the Khwarazmian territories, followed a different 
trajectory. In Khwarazm and Transoxiana, scientific centers largely maintained their con-
tent independence, with a blend of Persian and Arabic languages remaining common in 
medical writings. Works by prominent figures such as Abu Sahl Masihi, who drew from 
diverse local and Greek sources, reflect the enduring connection between local scholar-
ship and the global network of Islamic sciences (Perry, 1990, pp. 45-66).

The educational structure of elite schools extended beyond mere teaching. Research 
indicates that their curricula differed significantly from mosque-based education or pri-
vate study circles, as these institutions also contributed to knowledge production (Makdi-
si, 1981). Physicians and philosophers in these schools often served simultaneously as 
teachers, researchers, and authors. Annotating works by Galen, Avicenna, and Rhazes, 
as well as composing local treatises on therapeutics, herbal medicine, and pharmacol-
ogy, were common activities. This trend resulted in the creation of an organized medical 
archive in school libraries, facilitating the intergenerational transmission of knowledge 
(Makdisi, 1984; Hodgson, 1974).

The economy of knowledge in this era relied heavily on endowments (waqf). These 
endowments funded the livelihoods of professors, facilitated the acquisition of manu-
scripts, and even provided funding for pharmacies associated with teaching hospitals. 
This financial independence, particularly in the east, ensured the continuity of scientific 
activities even amidst political instability (Nasr, 2003). The persistence of this structure 
until the late 12th century CE, coupled with interregional influences—such as the move-
ment of professors and books between Ray, Isfahan, Nishapur, and Khwarazm—sus-
tained the dynamism of the scientific-medical network. Even amid political conflicts, the 
flow of translation and authorship continued, preserving the connection between natural 
philosophy and practical medicine as a unified conceptual-applied unit (Hodgson, 1974).

Discussion and Conclusion
The Era of Elite Schools represents a logical continuation of the first half of the Iranian 

Renaissance and a point of convergence for language, philosophy, and medicine in Is-
lamic civilization. Through the establishment of sustainable educational institutions, this 
period facilitated both the production and dissemination of medical knowledge beyond 
what was taught in mosques or private circles, while preserving linguistic and content 
diversity. The arrival of Turkish soldiers shifted part of the educational focus toward 
Baghdad’s models and a relative Arabization of education, yet the independence of re-
gions like the Khwarazmian territories maintained a cultural-scientific balance. A dis-
tinguishing feature of this era was the integration of theoretical education with practical 
experience in hospitals and pharmacies affiliated with schools. Reliance on endowments 
as financial support ensured the continuity of the elite scientific network and established 
a master-apprentice cycle that political upheavals could not easily disrupt. Overall, this 
era must be regarded as one of the most enduring periods of growth, solidifying the foun-
dations of medical knowledge following the early Islamic centuries.
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