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This research analyzes and compares two distinct approaches in the
sociological and

social historical analysis of Iran's middle class during the peak decades of
modernization (1340s to 1370s). Despite the emergence of global and structural
concepts (such as consumer definitions and Bourdieu's capitals) at the macro
level, the main focus is on the methodological contradictions between two
central analytical schools: the historical-political perspective of Ashraf et al.
and the structural-economic viewpoint of Nomani and Behdad. The goal of this
study is to interpret the fundamental differences between these two approaches
in understanding the historical evolution of classes in Iran. This research
focuses on the following axes: the impact of the rentier state on the identity and
economic reliance of the middle class; the method of measuring and defining
this class within the framework of national statistics versus interpretive
analyses; and finally, the analysis of the political and social action capacity of
this stratum in the historical context of Iran's transition from a traditional
structure to a bourgeois-bureaucratic order. The result of this re-reading is the
presentation of a hybrid framework for understanding the complexities of the
middle class in confronting macro-economic and political structures.
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Introduction
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decades of accelerated modernization and post-revolutionary restructuring, roughly from the 1340s to the
1370s in the Solar Hijri calendar (c. 1960s-1990s). Middle class is not a single, stable entity but a
heterogeneous set of strata whose boundaries shift depending on definitional criteria such as
income/consumption, occupation, education, cultural capital, and subjective identity. The Iranian case
intensifies this conceptual difficulty because state-led modernization, oil-based rent, uneven capitalist
development, and revolutionary rupture repeatedly reconfigured class positions and their political
meaning. We offer a historical-comparative reinterpretation of two influential analytical traditions that
have generated competing narratives about Iranian class structure and middle-class agency.

The first tradition is associated with Ahmad Ashraf and Ali Banuazizi, whose historical—political
sociology emphasizes state formation, authoritarian modernization, and the shifting balance between
iiiiiii i ddd. ee-class segments. The second is represented by Farhad Nomani and Sohrab
Behdad, whose political-economy approach reconstructs class change through labor-market structure,
relations to the means of production, and quantitative indicators derived from national censuses. By
placing these two approaches into direct dialogue, the article frames its central research aim as an
interpretive comparison: what do these different methodological commitments make visible or invisible
about middle-class formation, dependence, fragmentation, and political capacity in modern Iran?

To motivate the inquiry, we situate lranian middle-class growth within the longer arc of
modernization after the Constitutional period and especially within the bureaucratization and institution-
building of the Pahlavi state. The expansion of state administration, formal education, and modern

rrffsssoo  pppp nnntttt .. fft e aaa  1iii ii,,,,,,,, ,ITffsssoo
teachers, students, technocrats), while older urban-commercial and religious strata (bazaaris, guilds,
ttt wrr oommnnyy iiiiiiii i1 mddle ssss.. hh hhggg hh 11l

revenues and state planning in the late Pahlavi era accelerated these developments, while the post-1979
period—marked by revolutionary transformation, war, and state expansion—reorganized occupational
mobility, access to rents, and the internal differentiation of middle layers.

Materials & Methods

nnhh nnnxxx ff dddd nnn ooyy nneeneral sociological
theory and particularly in Iranian studies. It notes multiple definitional paradigms: classical stratification
approaches (Marx and Weber), consumption- and lifestyle-oriented frameworks, and cultural-capital
theories associated with Pierre Bourdieu, where class is read through patterns of cultural consumption,
education, and symbolic distinction. The article also references perspectives that connect the middle class
to the public sphere (e.g., Habermasian arguments about associational life, media, and public debate), and
Neo-xxxx eeecee kkkknnnngggg’’’ “nnniiiii iiii  ssss 0000000 hhhhhh  uvuuuwoa
conceptualizing intermediate groups located between capital and labor. These discussions provide the
conceptual backdrop for why Iranian middle layers can be simultaneously dependent on state
employment, aspirationally modern, culturally heterogeneous, and politically ambivalent.
Methodologically, the study is framed as a qualitative secondary analysis of two influential empirical
works on Iranian class structure. We describe their approach as historical-comparative reinterpretation:
they do not collect new primary data but instead re-read existing findings through a comparative lens to
nnnnmnnnnnnr ddd - 0000000000000® mddl e-class transformations before and after the 1979.
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collection of historically grounded essays that examine class formation, state power, and revolutionary
dynamics across multiple historical periods, including Qajar, Pahlavi, and post-revolutionary contexts.

Results

. m ddd dddd’>> nnnbbbitinn ttttt tyyyy ooen uuyyyyii iiiii iii -cultural accounts toward a
political-economy framework grounded in labor-market structure and relations to production. In this
view, class is not primarily a matter of identity, tradition, or ideological orientation; it is defined through
objective, measurable criteria: ownership or non-ownership of productive assets, the sale of labor power,
the degree of skill and control over the labor process, and location within differentiated occupational
hierarchies. Within this framework, the middle class is not a single bloc but is internally stratified.

A particularly important finding emphasized in the article is oo aa ii ddd aaaaa aa t
post-revolutionary period, where they argue that access to state-linked opportunities and rents becomes a
yyy msssssss ss eeppppn sssss oamnnnnnir’” oollllll 11hh oo aa n ddd dddd t

(for those aligned with or connected to state elites) as an important factor that can accelerate upward
mobility into managerial and administrative positions. At the same time, they emphasize broader
structural pressures that generate proletarianization: segments of the middle strata—especially
professionals and clerical workers—may lose purchasing power and autonomy, becoming economically
closer to wage-dependent working-class conditions.

From this angle, the article reads Nomani and Behdad as offering a narrative of fragmentation rather
than consolidation: the middle class becomes scattered across divergent trajectories—some integrated into
expanding state institutions and rent channels, others pushed into precarious wage labor or into survival-
oriented self-employment. The value of this approach, lies in its capacity to register these changes as
measurable shifts in labor-force composition and occupational distributions, thereby anchoring historical
interpretation in consistent indicators. Its limitation, as the article later argues, is that census-based
indicators may under-capture the symbolic, ideological, and political dimensions of class conflict and
coalition-making.

nn nnn cnn rr ddd wuuuzzzZ’ pppoo ii iiiii iii —sociological
interpretation in which class formation is inseparable from the institutional trajectory of the Iranian state
and from authoritarian modernization. Here, the middle class is not defined primarily by income or even
by census occupation codes, but by a combination of cultural origin, educational pathways, and the
relationship to state power. The defining feature of the Iranian middle class in this account is its structural
duality: a traditional middle class rooted in premodern institutions (bazaar, guilds, clerical strata, local
notables) versus a new/modern middle class produced by state-led modernization.

nn uuuuzzzz’ vvvvvvwwhh iiiii iii yy nnnttuuwvv oo yyyyyyyyyy hh eeee
Pahlavi period, oil revenues enabled a top-down project of modernization and bureaucratic expansion that
created a new middle class dependent on state employment and developmental planning. Yet this
dependence is paired with political marginalization: the new middle class may embody modern cultural
orientations and professional competencies, but it lacks the organizational autonomy and political
Ieverage that might enable it to act Iike a classical bourgeoisie. A further key finding concerns

can be understood partly through the unstable coalition between these two middle-class poles. The

Y



\f'O_)Lg.! c(ﬁ&bdlﬁ) J}‘ aju Lr}wJL« ‘.dd\..,l e_,};[)‘ﬁ‘ 'cut'. QLE.:E:J

traditional middle class, feeling threatened or sidelined by state modernization, becomes a locus of
resistance, while segments of the new middle class. politically constrained despite professional
expansion—also develop grievances. Their temporary alliance against the Pahlavi state contributes to
revolutionary mobilization; however, after the Islamic Revolution the balance of power shifts in favor of
traditional middle-ssss oarsss ddd hh  gggeso Ilii  iihhggg hh hhhhr’’ emhh

class as a political actor embedded in shifting state—society relations, rather than as a labor-market
category.

Conclusion

The Iranian middle class cannot be adequately captured by a single definition, a single method, or a single
narrative of modernization. Through qualitative secondary comparison of Nomani/Behdad and
Ashraf/Banuazizi, it shows that each approach illuminates a different dimension of the same historical
process: the political-economy approach clarifies how macroeconomic shifts, labor-market restructuring,
and rent access reshape class composition and intensify fragmentation and proletarianization; the
historical—political approach clarifies how authoritarian modernization, state-making, and the dual
structure of traditional versus new middle layers shape patterns of conflict, alliance, and post-
revolutionary rebalancing.

At the level of interpretnnnnnn  uuuwe oo oomii ddd aaane.. kk ***”’ ’midd sssss  uuddoot
only because middle classes are theoretically heterogeneous everywhere, but because in Iran the central
state—especially under oil-rent conditions—has repeatedly intervened in the economy, expanded
bureaucracy, controlled avenues of mobility, and shaped the institutional terrain of civil society. As a
result, the middle class emerges as both a beneficiary and a victim of state-led development: it grows
through education and public-sector employment, yet it often remains politically constrained and
internally divided. The comparative re-reading ultimately suggests that the most convincing account of
middle-class change in Iran during the studied decades must link (1) the structural dynamics of
capitalism, employment, and labor differentiation with (2) the historical specificity of a rentier,
modernizing state and its shifting coalitions after the Islamic Revolution. In that intersection—between
economy and state, labor structure and political power—hh oompttttt tttt ff *>*>” >’mddl ssss ooooee
most intelligible.
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