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around the same time, a similar problem was attracting
attention in the West, as computer science graduates
were mistrusted or disliked because of their arrogance
and irrelevant education (see, e.g., the quotation from a
1974 paper by D.L. Fisher in [1]).

It was in this atmosphere that I joined the computer
science group within the Department of Mathematics
and Computer Science at Sharif University of Technol-
ogy under the leadership of Prof. Farhad Mavaddat.
Many of the courses that we offered, and the master’s
projects tackled by our graduate students, were first of
their kinds in Iran and thus led to valuable insight and
expertise. The time and effort that we expended on the
training of a small group of experts led us to extreme
skepticism about some overly ambitious plans, such as
the stated goal of a governmental entity to train thou-
sands of computer specialists within a five-year plan.
But the promoters and beneficiaries of these grandiose
plans branded our skepticism as short-sighted and self-
serving. In a paper published in 1977 [2], Professor
Mavaddat and I identified the need for three indepen-
dent bodies as an infrastructure for dealing with the seri-
ous problems in informatics planning/coordination (In-
formatics High Council), training {Council of Informat-
ics Education), and professionalism (The Iranian Com-
puter Society}. Our proposals coincided with the pre-
revolutionary disarray and a reluctance to take action
in such an atmosphere. Since the third body required
no government action or approval, I immediately set out
to implement it with help from several like-minded col-
leagues. The body was eventually called The Informat-
ics Society of Iran by popular vote.

The “reflection” stage had passed its midway point when
I left Iran in 1986 (for personal reasons that I do not
wish to dwell on in this article). Again, “reflection” is a
positive term which does not begin to describe some of
the revolutionary excesses that we saw in the 1980s. Ev-
ery organization and ministry wanted to take the lead in
condemning past expenditures and initiating a dialog on
the future of informatics in Iran. Even though several
positive resulis came about from the wholesale reexam-
ination of problems and priorities in the early 1980s,
the prevailing atmosphere was that of indifference, mis-
trust, and lack of effective communication/coordination
between the various revisionary forces. The three-year
total closure of our universities, beginning in June 1980,
was unfortunate for all fields of science and technology,
but it was particularly devastating for computer science
and engineering which had just started to gather mo-
mentum. The closure accelerated the migration of fac-
ulty to the private sector and to other countries and gave

some of the undereducated “experts” another chance to
exert their influence.

From an educational standpoint, perhaps the most pos-
itive outcome of this reexamination was the creation of
a unified computer engineering program which took ef-
fect nationwide upon the reopening of the universities
in 1983. The fact that dedicated computer scientists
and educators managed to orchestrate a curriculum de-
velopment project of this magnitude and scope under
such adverse conditions is indeed awe-inspiring (3]. Un-
fortunately, in view of severe shortage of faculty, labo-
ratory equipment, and reference material, the execution
of the new curriculum left a lot to be desired. During
this period, a great deal of effort was expended by the
High Council of Informatics on micro-managing the in-
formatics plans and procurements. Universities, which
should have been leading the way in instituting funda-
mental changes in the informatics scene, become follow-
ers of decrees and a focus of surveillance by suspicious
bureaucrats. By the end of this stage, some credibil-
ity was again restored to universities; though they still
lacked the authority and resources required to assert
their leadership.

For the fourth stage, which in a way is the most im-
portant one in the 40-year history of computing in Iran,
I have been a distant observer who obtains his infor-
mation through correspondence, technical publications,
and personal contacts. Despite the fact that many effi-
cient and elegant solutions to our computing problems,
such as those relating to the processing of the Farsi lan-
guage and script, have been advanced, it is yet too early
to write about this stage in a historical context. Per-
haps in about 10 years, when we set out to evaluate the
first half century of computing in Iran, authorities in the
field will reflect on this important period.
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The history of computing in Iran can be divided into
four stages which, for convenience, I associate with the
four decades since the introduction of the first computer
in 1962. The following table characterizes these four
stages and also gives a rough indication of the num-
ber of machines being used at the beginning of each
stage. The last two stages coincide (roughly) with the
post-revolutionary period and the presence of both the
Informatics Society of Iran and the High Council of In-
formatics in our computing scene.

Stage Decade Characteristic Machines
1 1960s  Imitiation 1
2 1970s  Expansion 102
3 1980s  Reflection 10%
4 1990s Maturation 104

Interestingly, the above four stages and their distin-
guishing characteristics are essentially the same as what
industrial nations experienced, albeit with a lead of
about one decade. Their initiation began in the 1950s,
expansion in the 1960s, reflection in the 1970s, matu-
ration in the 1980s, and proliferation in the 1990s. (In
fact, one of our recurring problems in the field of com-
puting has been in the need to dea! with hardware and
software belonging to one stage with the infrastructure
and know-how of a previous stage.) The next stage, at
the beginning of the new millennium, is ubiquity. The
nature of reflection, though, was quite different in the
two cases. Whereas we reflected on the need for sophisti-
cated and expensive machinery or systems that brought
technological dependence, and as a result cut back on
our use and spending, industrial nations questioned the
risks to privacy and began doubting the early eupho-
ria created by researchers, particularly those in artifi-
cial intelligence, without any accompanying slowdown
in usage or expenditure.

I observed the first stage as a high school and then a

college student, with limited knowledge of what was
happening in the computing scene. 1 was introduced
to Fortran programming in my senior year of electri-
cal engineering near the end of this period. At that
time, teaching of programming was 2 novelty that was
available to a lucky few within elite departments. For
our programming course, we punched our program decks
and took them to the computer center building about
half a kilometer away. The next day we went to get our
deck back along with a few sheets of paper, more often
than not indicating that a period, comima, Of some other
symbol was missing where it was expected. The 100 or
so computer systems in Iran around 1970 were used in
the framework of this educational infrastructure.

In my 12 years as a computer science educator at Sharif
University of Technology, 1 observed more than half of
the second and third stages of computing in Iran quite
closely and with intense interest.

The “expansion” stage was well under way when I re-
turned to Iran in the summer of 1974. Perhaps “ex-
pansion” is too positive a term for describing the un-
healthy spread of the computerization fever and the en-
suing competition to buy more hardware equipment, de-
velop the most ambitious software systems, and hire as
many people as the personnel budgets allowed, without
first building the requisite infrastructure and preparing
a plan that took into account the realities of computer
technology and know-how in Iran. Universities were be-
ginning to take their computer science programs seri-
ously, but their output fell way short of that needed to
satisfy the hiring frenzy. Therefore, anyone capable of
reading English books could declare himself a data pro-
cessing expert and command a high salary. I remember
distinctly how appalled I become when I learned that
IBM Iran hired people based on general tests of apti-
tude and English and that having a degree in computing
was not considered an advantage. I later discovered that
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