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CrossMark

The middle class in every society encompasses diverse strata that have
different social origins, demands, and political orientations. These classes are
generally divided into two groups: traditional and new. The traditional middle
class consisted of the clergy and the petty urban bourgeoisie. The new middle
class included the urban educated population and holders of professional
occupations. This study seeks to examine the role of the middle classes in the
Islamic Revolution by tracing their historical genealogy and employing the
sociological approach of class and social stratification. Using a documentary
study design and qualitative data analysis alongside a descriptive—analytical
method, the research investigates the functions and impact of these classes
during the revolutionary movement. The core research question is: What role
and function did the middle classes have in the Islamic Revolution? Findings
derived from the analysis indicate that the function and role of the traditional
middle class—namely the clergy and the bazaar—were first shaped through
their alliance with the new middle classes and then reinforced by the bazaar’s
provision of a business environment under the leadership of the revolution, as
well as its financial support of the clergy. These factors collectively laid the
groundwork for the victory of the Islamic Revolution.

Keywords: class, social stratification, middle class, clergy, bazaar, educated
groups.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The concept of the middle class and its historical trajectory constitute a pivotal subject in
understanding the socio-political dynamics that shaped modern Iran. Social class, as defined by classical
and contemporary sociological theory, represents a large aggregate of people with similar economic
resources, cultural capital, and social standing (Arastehkhi, 2002; Biro, 2001; Giddens, 1997; Raft'pir, 1998).
The stratification of society into hierarchical layers is not legally imposed but emerges from economic
inequalities and access to productive resources. Scholars such as Marx emphasized shared economic
conditions, production roles, and class consciousness as critical elements of class formation, while Weber
nuanced this analysis by distinguishing between economic class and social status (Tavassoli, 2006). In Iran,
the middle strata evolved through distinct historical experiences, combining traditional layers tied to
religion and commerce with new groups arising from bureaucratic expansion and modernization. This
duality set the stage for a complex socio-political alliance that later proved decisive in revolutionary
mobilization.

The traditional middle class in Iran, historically anchored in the clergy and the bazaar, had long
been an essential actor in shaping the moral and economic backbone of society. These groups derived
legitimacy from deep religious networks and economic autonomy within the marketplace, which
historically functioned as both a commercial hub and a social institution (Ranani, 1997; Tavakoli, 2001;
Tavassoli, 2006). The bazaar, far from being a mere trading zone, integrated production, distribution, and
cultural-religious exchange, with merchants funding mosques, schools, and charitable works. This
infrastructure underpinned the clergy’s sustained independence and influence, even as the Pahlavi state
attempted to curtail it. The symbiotic relationship between religious leaders and bazaar merchants created
resilient social networks capable of mobilizing financial and human capital in moments of political
upheaval. Meanwhile, attempts at Western-inspired modernization under Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza
Shah—such as imposing secular educational reforms, controlling religious endowments, and restricting
clerical judicial authority—provoked enduring resentment and defensive consolidation within these
groups (Ashraf, 1993; Mo'addel, 2003).

Parallel to this, a new middle class emerged with modernization, industrialization, and the growth
of state bureaucracy, marking a departure from strictly traditional structures (Azghandi, 2006). Comprising
university-educated professionals, civil servants, engineers, doctors, and lawyers, this group developed
intellectual and cultural resources that gradually challenged the legitimacy of autocratic governance. The
new middle class tended to embrace rational critique, nationalist ideals, and socio-political accountability,
while also experiencing a deep cultural tension in negotiating Westernization and indigenous identity. Its
intellectual vanguard—public intellectuals and technocrats—produced discourses on reform, national
self-determination, and critique of authoritarian modernization. Yet, as the monarchy failed to meet the
aspirations for political participation and civil rights, segments of this class drifted from reformism toward
revolutionary opposition. The disillusionment of bureaucrats and professionals, who felt alienated despite
benefiting economically from modernization, catalyzed their eventual break with the regime, especially
during the crisis years of 1976—1978 (Ashraf & Banuazizi, 1992; Azghandi, 2006).

The 1960s and 1970s intensified contradictions between the traditional middle class and the
Pahlavi regime through multifaceted economic, cultural, and political grievances. Economically, land
reforms, import-driven industrial policy, and oil-driven rentier capitalism undermined the bazaar’s
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(Faran, 2004). Credit policies, import liberalization, and anti-profiteering campaigns marginalized small
merchants and traders, often labeling them as inflationary profiteers while empowering state-aligned
conglomerates. Culturally, state-sponsored Westernization—manifested in the promotion of pre-Islamic
Persian heritage and the marginalization of Islamic symbols—alienated broad segments of society (Enayat,
1992; Rubin, 1984). Politically, the centralization of power, repression of independent guilds, curtailment
of clerical influence, and symbolic affronts such as the creation of the single-party Rastakhiz system
deepened the estrangement of both traditional actors and upwardly mobile professionals (Ashraf, 1993).
The erosion of channels for political mediation created a climate where opposition discourses flourished
and alliances across social strata became possible.

It was in this charged environment that the old and new middle classes forged a strategic alliance
that became instrumental in the Islamic Revolution. On one side, the clergy and bazaar sustained religious
networks, mobilization spaces, and financial flows essential to sustaining mass protest. On the other,
intellectuals, civil servants, and urban professionals contributed ideological critique, organizational skills,
and access to modern communication channels. The bazaar provided funding to clerical leaders and
ensured supply chains and social solidarity, while educated professionals articulated visions of justice and
national independence resonant with both modern and traditional audiences (Ashraf & Banuazizi, 1992;
Azghandi, 2006). This coalition built on shared grievances against the monarchy’s cultural alienation,
political exclusion, and economic marginalization. As protests escalated in 1977-1978, these forces
converged to mobilize workers and the broader population, transforming disparate opposition currents
into a unified revolutionary movement capable of toppling the monarchy and paving the way for an Islamic
Republic led by a religious authority but supported by broad urban constituencies.

This historical case underscores several important theoretical and practical implications. First, it
demonstrates how class identities are not static but evolve through interaction with state policies, cultural
transformations, and global forces. Traditional strata can adapt and ally with modernizing forces when
confronted with shared existential threats to autonomy and identity. Second, the Iranian case illustrates
how modernizing authoritarian states may inadvertently radicalize the very social groups they seek to co-
opt by providing education and economic mobility without corresponding political inclusion. Third, it
shows how deeply embedded cultural and religious networks can serve as powerful organizational
platforms when paired with intellectual and professional critique. The Revolution’s success depended less
on a single class’s mobilization than on the fluid, pragmatic coalition-building across social divides,
showing that enduring political change in stratified societies often emerges from cross-class alliances
rather than isolated elite or mass movements.

In conclusion, understanding the Islamic Revolution requires more than a simple dichotomy of
modernity versus tradition; it necessitates appreciating the dynamic interplay between long-standing
religious-mercantile networks and emergent professional-educated strata. The case reveals that when
states pursue top-down modernization without inclusive political reform, they risk alienating multiple
social bases simultaneously. Moreover, resilient traditional networks—especially those with moral
authority and financial independence—can synergize with modern intellectual and bureaucratic actors to
overcome repression and shape transformative outcomes. This perspective offers a nuanced lens for
analyzing revolutionary processes elsewhere, emphasizing the conditions under which heterogeneous
middle classes can align to produce systemic change.
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