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The middle class in any society encompasses various social strata that originate from
different social backgrounds and possess diverse political demands and tendencies.
From a theoretical and conceptual standpoint, the middle class is considered a social
class that includes many individuals in various occupations who are culturally more
similar to the upper class yet economically closer to the working class. In the present
article, through the collection of documentary data and using an explanatory (causal),
descriptive-analytical method along with qualitative data analysis, and employing the
theoretical approach of the middle class, an attempt has been made to examine the
conditions and factors that led to the emergence and formation of the new middle class
in Iran, as well as to analyze the dynamics of the middle-class structure throughout the
history of contemporary socio-political developments in Iran. Moreover, the role of the
new middle class in the Iranian Islamic Revolution is explored. The research question
posed in this article is: What role and function did the new middle class have in the
Iranian Islamic Revolution? The hypothesis tested in response to this question states
that the role and function of the new middle class—through population growth, the
expansion of urbanization in cities, and the increase in education levels—by forming
an alliance with the traditional middle class (i.e., the clergy, the bazaar, and the lower
strata of society), and through intellectual creativity, self-awareness, rationality,
responsibility, and social criticism, led to challenging the government of Mohammad
Reza Shah Pahlavi and ultimately to the Iranian Islamic Revolution.

Keywords: Class, New Middle Class, Class Coalition, Self-Awareness, Iranian Islamic
Revolution.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The concept of the middle class as a pivotal force in socio-political transformations has long been
emphasized within sociological theory, and its role in the context of the Iranian Islamic Revolution
represents a particularly compelling case. In Iranian society, the middle class has historically comprised
various strata with divergent social origins and political tendencies, which makes its analysis complex and
multi-layered. Traditionally, Iranian society was divided into the upper class, which included royal
families, major landowners, high-ranking bureaucrats, and commercial-industrial bourgeoisie; the middle
class, consisting of clergy, bazaar merchants, bureaucrats, and the educated; and the lower classes
composed of manual laborers and peasants. However, the rise of the new middle class emerged in the
twentieth century amid extensive modernization efforts, the expansion of bureaucratic institutions, and
the proliferation of formal education. Influenced by Western sociopolitical models, this class included
state bureaucrats, professionals, academics, lawyers, doctors, engineers, and intellectuals—groups
described in the works of theorists such as C. Wright Mills and Harold Lasswell as emblematic of the
“white-collar” stratum, signifying a departure from traditional occupational hierarchies (Azghandi, 2000,
2006). This class functioned as a bridge between the working class and the elite, possessing cultural
affinities with the upper class yet economic ties to the lower class, which positioned it uniquely to critique
the status quo and aspire toward transformative social change.

The historical evolution of the new middle class in Iran is intimately linked with the state-led
modernization initiatives of the Pahlavi era, particularly under Reza Shah. The establishment of modern
educational institutions, the dispatch of Iranian students to European universities, and the creation of new
bureaucratic and administrative structures facilitated the emergence of a cadre of educated professionals
who occupied key managerial and administrative posts upon their return. By the 1920s and 1930s, the
number of primary schools expanded twelvefold, secondary schools grew nearly tenfold, and by 1320
(1941) over 10,000 students had completed secondary education and more than 65,000 had completed
primary schooling (Abrahamian, 1998). The Ministry of Education and newly established teacher-training
colleges further institutionalized this process. Parallel to educational expansion, bureaucratic growth
accelerated: the number of government employees rose from 20,000 to 250,000 by 1941, with modern
ministries replacing the old patrimonial system of hereditary officials. This rapid bureaucratization
cultivated a distinct stratum of civil servants who were salaried professionals rather than traditional
notables, and while dependent on the state apparatus, they also developed a degree of political
consciousness and organizational cohesion, enabling them under revolutionary circumstances to oppose
the regime they served (Azghandi, 2006). This dual character—both dependent on and oppositional to the
state—Dbecame a defining feature of the new middle class.

Sociologically, the new middle class contrasted sharply with the traditional middle class, which
was rooted in the clergy (ulema) and the bazaar-based petty bourgeoisie. The traditional middle class
retained economic autonomy from the state, enabling it to resist state encroachments, as seen in the
enduring power of the bazaaris despite state efforts to undermine them through urban redevelopment,
credit restrictions, and market regulation (Keddie, 1990). In contrast, members of the new middle class
depended on state salaries and employment yet were also the primary carriers of modern, rationalist, and
reformist ideas. Theoretically, this aligns with Max Weber’s conception of the “white-collar” class as
skilled non-manual workers who wield cultural and political influence due to their specialized expertise
(Mils, 1956), and with Anthony Giddens’s view of them as key drivers of modernization. The new middle



class increasingly adopted values of meritocracy, secularism, and scientific rationality, challenging the
patrimonial logic of the monarchy. Intellectuals within this class played a particularly influential role as
cultural critics, generating new ideas, challenging entrenched traditions, and advocating for public
welfare, justice, and national independence (Bayat, 1983). While small in number, these intellectuals
exerted outsized influence by shaping public discourse and mobilizing collective discontent, which
became vital during moments of political crisis.

The dynamics of the new middle class’s relationship with the state shifted repeatedly during the
twentieth century. Under Mohammad Reza Shah, the new middle class experienced significant material
gains during the oil-fueled economic boom of 1945-1975, which initially dampened their political
opposition. However, their growing educational attainment and professionalization also raised
expectations for civil liberties and political participation, which the autocratic regime was unwilling to
grant. This generated what Samuel Huntington describes as a modernization paradox: as societies
modernize, demands for participation increase faster than institutions can accommodate, resulting in
instability. The regime’s authoritarian structure, its reliance on a narrow elite, and its use of coercive
security apparatuses alienated much of the new middle class, especially younger professionals who
comprised the majority by the 1970s. Simultaneously, global capitalist expansion after World War 11
intensified Iran’s integration into the world economy, eroding the independent national bourgeoisie and
creating a comprador elite allied with the monarchy (Azghandi, 2006). This exacerbated class polarization:
on one side stood a small elite supported by international capital but detached from society, and on the
other side stood the traditional middle class, the working class, and an increasingly disillusioned new
middle class. Many professionals, despite benefiting from modernization, felt excluded from meaningful
decision-making and saw their technocratic roles as politically marginal, fueling a sense of grievance and
opposition.

By the mid-1970s, this discontent crystallized into open political opposition. The new middle class,
especially intellectuals, became central to articulating critiques of the regime, highlighting cultural
stagnation, political repression, and the erosion of national identity. They framed the monarchy not merely
as politically authoritarian but as culturally alienated, having abandoned authentic Iranian-Islamic values
in favor of Westernization. This dovetailed with broader societal currents, as the traditional middle class—
particularly the bazaaris and clergy—suffered from the Shah’s modernization policies that undermined
their economic and cultural bases (Ashraf & Banuazizi, 1992; Halliday, 1979). Crucially, the new middle
class gradually allied with the traditional middle class in opposition to the monarchy, bridging their
historical divide. Professionals provided organizational and ideological resources, while bazaaris supplied
financial support and networks of mosques amplified mobilization. This coalition-building echoed earlier
episodes such as the Iranian Constitutional Revolution, but in the 1970s it was far more extensive and
coordinated. Workers also joined in mass strikes, but it was the intellectual leadership and organizational
capacities of the new middle class that gave coherence to the revolutionary movement, transforming
diffuse discontent into a coordinated uprising (Ashraf, 1993).

During the Iranian Islamic Revolution itself, the new middle class played multifaceted roles. As
state employees, they controlled key bureaucratic and administrative machinery, and many engaged in
strikes and work slowdowns that paralyzed the government. As intellectuals, they produced the
revolutionary discourse that delegitimized the monarchy, reframing it as corrupt, dependent, and
oppressive. Their educational background lent them credibility, while their cultural capital enabled them




to reach broad audiences through universities, media, and professional associations. Figures within this
class emphasized rationality, self-awareness, responsibility, and social criticism, positioning themselves
as the conscience of the nation and claiming moral authority to challenge the regime. However, the class
was internally divided: some highly educated elites remained loyal to the Shah out of personal interest or
ideological alignment, but many of these fled during the revolutionary crisis, illustrating their shallow ties
to the populace. By contrast, the majority of younger, mid-level professionals sided with the revolution,
seeking not only regime change but also a broader transformation of governance, social justice, and
cultural renewal. Their defection critically undermined the regime’s administrative capacity and signaled
to other social groups that the monarchy’s legitimacy had collapsed (Bendreau, 1999; Mohammadi, 2006).
In sum, the revolution’s success owed much to the alliance between the new middle class and the
traditional middle class, with the former providing the intellectual, organizational, and technical backbone
and the latter supplying mass networks and religious legitimacy. This coalition was forged not out of
shared ideology but out of convergent grievances: both groups sought to escape authoritarianism and
achieve a more participatory and just political order. The new middle class’s role exemplifies the paradox
of modernization under authoritarianism: the very forces the regime nurtured for development—
education, bureaucracy, professionalization—became the agents of its downfall. The research
demonstrates that demographic growth, urbanization, rising education, and bureaucratic expansion
produced a new middle class that, through intellectual creativity, rationalism, self-awareness,
responsibility, and social criticism, allied with the traditional middle class to challenge the Mohammad
Reza Shah Pahlavi government and ultimately catalyze the revolution. This underscores the broader
sociological insight that middle classes, though often portrayed as stabilizing forces, can become
revolutionary actors when their expectations for participation are frustrated by rigid authoritarian systems.
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