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Abstract

The social middle class in the Islamic Republic of Iran, as one of the key actors in political development, has
consistently played a significant role in shaping collective actions and the dynamics of civil institutions during
various periods, such as the Reform era and the Justice-oriented era. This study seeks to answer the question of
how the pattern of the social middle class’s role in the process of Iran’s political development, and the factors
influencing it, have unfolded during these two periods. Using a descriptive-analytical approach, data were
collected through library research and analyzed using qualitative content analysis. The findings indicate that
during the Reform era, the institutional structure-characterized by a relative opening of the political sphere, the
strengthening of civil institutions, and increased trust in formal mechanisms of participation-provided an
environment in which the middle class could engage actively, coherently, and effectively in the political
development process. In contrast, during the Justice-oriented era, the restriction of civil institutions, the
intensification of security concerns, and the weakening of participatory mechanisms diminished the middle
class’s trust in the power structure, leading to fragmentation and passivity within this class. Therefore, it can be
argued that the middle class’s agency in Iran’s political development is less dependent on its inherent
characteristics and more strongly shaped by the way the power structure interacts with civil society and the
extent of access to institutional opportunities-an interaction that was based on engagement during the Reform era
but on confrontation and restriction during the Justice-oriented era.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The middle class has always been regarded as one of the key actors in the process of political
development, as it possesses the economic, cultural, and social capital necessary for organizing
collective actions, strengthening civil institutions, and engaging in political advocacy. In Iran, this
class has played a significant role in shaping political transformations, particularly during periods of
political openness. However, structural, economic, and institutional changes following the Islamic
Revolution have altered the position and patterns of activism of the middle class. This study aims to
comparatively examine the role of the middle class in the process of political development in Iran
during two distinct periods: the Reform Era (1997-2005), characterized by political openness and the
strengthening of civil institutions, and the Justice-Oriented Era (2005-2013), marked by power
centralization and institutional restrictions, in order to provide a more precise explanation of the
conditions and dimensions of the middle class’s influence on Iran’s political development process.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive—analytical method, focusing on analyzing trends, historical contexts,
and institutional dynamics to explain the causal relationship between the middle class and political
transformations. Data were collected through both library and field methods: the library method
involved the use of academic sources and historical documents, while the field method consisted of
semi-structured interviews with experts and scholars in political and social sciences. For data analysis,
the qualitative content analysis approach was applied, which—through coding, theme identification,
and conceptual categorization—enabled a deep and explanatory understanding of the middle class’s
role in the process of political development.

Results and discussion

This article examines and analyzes the role and position of the middle class in Iran’s political
development. It focuses on two historical periods, the Reform Era (1997-2005) and the Justice-
Oriented Era (2005-2013), to explore how institutional structures, political space, and civil institutions
influenced the patterns of middle-class political engagement. The study analyzes changes in political
behavior, levels of participation, and the extent of the middle class’s impact on policy-making in a
comparative framework. It also demonstrates how shifts in power structures and institutional
conditions either strengthened or weakened the developmental capacity of the middle class in each
period. Ultimately, based on theoretical and empirical findings, the article clarifies the scope and
dimensions of this class’s influence on Iran’s political development.

Conclusion

The results indicate that during the Reform era, an institutional structure characterized by a relative
opening of the political space, the strengthening of civil institutions, and increased trust in formal
participation mechanisms provided a context in which the middle class could engage in active,
coherent, and influential political development. In contrast, during the Justice-Oriented period, the
restriction of civil institutions, heightened security considerations, and the weakening of participation
mechanisms reduced the middle class’s trust in the centers of power, leading to its fragmentation and
passivity. Therefore, it can be argued that the middle class’s political engagement in Iran’s
development process relies less on its intrinsic characteristics and is instead highly dependent on the
way the centers of power interact with civil society and the level of access to institutional
opportunities—an interaction that followed a path of engagement during the Reform era and a path of
confrontation and restriction during the Justice-Oriented period.
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