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This study examines professional experts as a segment of Iran’s upper middle class, focusing
on the diversity and contradictions of this group’s social and political attitudes and their
relationship to lifestyle and cultural consumption. Drawing on Bourdieu’s framework of
capital and habitus, as well as Erik Olin Wright’s concept of contradictory class locations,
the study employs a qualitative thematic analysis. The data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 34 participants. The findings indicate that the participants’
attitudes are often hybrid and “liberal-conservative”: on the one hand, they support freedom
of expression, civic participation, and justice; on the other hand, they prefer stability and
avoid abrupt change. In terms of lifestyle, cultural consumption and leisure practices are
shaped by inflation and internet restrictions, while social media simultaneously function as
sources of news and entertainment. Social relations tend to move toward smaller and more
homogeneous networks, and in relation to migration, the paradox of “staying for
oneself/leaving for one’s children” is particularly salient. The analysis also reveals the
erosion of institutional trust and a decline in social hope in the context of economic
instability and political constraints. The thematic analysis was organized around several
categories, including family and gender, nationalism and migration, as well as economic
ideas centered on sustainable growth with justice, transparency, and opposition to rent-
seeking. The study concludes that this value combination has the potential to support
participation and social transformation, but under conditions of uncertainty it may also lead
to withdrawal and individualism.
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Introduction

The middle class has long been considered a socially influential group in processes of social change, civic
participation, and cultural transformation. However, in the context of Iran, scholarly discussions of the
middle class have often been overly generalized, frequently relying on broad cultural indicators or abstract
theoretical assumptions rather than empirical investigation. In particular, relatively little attention has been
paid to the professional and expert segment of the upper middle class, a group characterized by high
educational attainment, specialized skills, and considerable cultural capital, yet simultaneously exposed to
the constraints of economic instability and political uncertainty. This study addresses this gap by
examining the social attitudes, political orientations, and lifestyle patterns of professionals as a distinct
segment of Iran’s upper middle class.

The central objective of the research is to analyze the diversity and internal contradictions within the
value system and social orientation of this group. While the middle class is often associated with liberal
values such as support for civil freedoms, rational governance, and civic participation, empirical realities
suggest that such orientations are not uniform and may coexist with more conservative tendencies
emphasizing stability, caution, and social order. The article therefore asks: what kinds of diversity and
contradictions characterize the social orientations and lifestyle of the professional upper-middle class in
Iran?

To interpret these dynamics, the study draws upon two complementary theoretical perspectives. First,
Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital, habitus, and field provides a framework for understanding how
cultural capital, professional status, and lifestyle practices shape class identity and social distinction.
Second, Erik Olin Wright’s concept of contradictory class locations helps explain how groups whose
social position is based on expertise and credentials rather than ownership may simultaneously display
interests associated with different class positions. Together, these perspectives allow the study to analyze
class not only as an economic category but also as a complex configuration of resources, dispositions, and
social practices.

Methodology

The study employs a qualitative research design based on semi-structured interviews and thematic
analysis. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with 34 professionals and experts belonging to
the upper-middle strata of Iranian society. Participants were selected to represent individuals with
relatively high educational attainment, professional occupations, and significant cultural capital. This
methodological approach enables an exploration of the meanings and interpretations that individuals
attach to their social position, everyday practices, and broader social environment.

The interviews focused on several key domains, including social and political attitudes, cultural
practices and media consumption, family and social relationships, migration aspirations, economic
perceptions, and levels of trust and hope regarding the future. Thematic analysis was employed to identify
recurring patterns, shared concerns, and points of tension within participants’ narratives.

This approach makes it possible to capture the complex and sometimes contradictory nature of middle-
class orientations, which may not be easily measurable through quantitative surveys. By situating
participants’ experiences within broader structural conditions—such as economic volatility, inflation, and
political constraints—the study connects individual narratives to wider sociological processes.

Findings

The findings indicate that the social orientation of Iran’s upper-middle professional class is best described
as a hybrid liberal-conservative configuration. Participants frequently expressed support for values
associated with liberal civic culture, including freedom of expression, social justice, and greater
opportunities for participation in public life. At the same time, they emphasized the importance of
stability, gradual reform, and the avoidance of disruptive political change. This combination reflects a
pragmatic orientation shaped by both normative commitments and structural constraints.

One important dimension of this hybrid orientation concerns civic participation. Many participants
expressed a normative commitment to civic engagement and public responsibility. However, their
experiences of participation were often marked by frustration and limited effectiveness. Repeated
encounters with institutional constraints and political barriers have contributed to a sense of
disillusionment, leading some individuals to withdraw from active participation. As a result, civic attitudes
remain present, but they are frequently accompanied by caution and selective engagement.

Another major theme emerging from the analysis relates to lifestyle and cultural consumption.
Participants’ everyday practices continue to reflect significant cultural capital, including strong
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educational backgrounds, engagement with books and media, international awareness, and exposure to
diverse cultural experiences. Nevertheless, these practices are increasingly shaped by structural economic
pressures. Inflation, declining purchasing power, and economic unpredictability constrain consumption
patterns and long-term planning. In addition, restrictions affecting digital infrastructure and
communication technologies influence how individuals access information and maintain connections with
broader cultural environments.

The study also identifies significant transformations in social relationships and networks. Participants
often reported a tendency toward smaller, more selective, and more homogeneous social circles.
Interaction increasingly occurs within networks of individuals who share similar educational backgrounds,
professional positions, and cultural orientations. This pattern reflects both a preference for compatible
social environments and a broader strategy of avoiding conflict or social tension. Consequently, social
relations become more bounded and internally cohesive.

A particularly revealing domain concerns migration attitudes. Migration is widely discussed among
participants as a possible response to uncertainty and limited opportunities. However, migration is rarely
framed as a complete rejection of national belonging. Instead, it often appears as a pragmatic strategy
aimed at improving professional prospects or securing better opportunities for future generations. A
common sentiment expressed by participants involves remaining in the country for personal or
professional reasons while simultaneously considering migration—especially for children—as a pathway
to greater security and opportunity. This dual orientation illustrates the coexistence of attachment and
uncertainty within the group’s outlook.

The themes of economic insecurity, institutional trust, and social hope are also central to the findings.
Participants frequently described economic conditions characterized by volatility, inflation, and declining
purchasing power. These conditions undermine the ability to plan for the future and weaken confidence in
institutional frameworks. As institutional trust declines, perceptions of social hope also diminish. In
response, many individuals adopt strategies centered on personal resilience, professional adaptation, and
limited engagement with collective initiatives.

In addition, the analysis reveals broader normative concerns related to family, gender relations,
nationalism, and economic ethics. Participants emphasized the importance of family stability and
intergenerational responsibility. At the same time, they articulated normative commitments to economic
justice, transparency, sustainable development, and the reduction of corruption and rent-seeking practices.
These views suggest that the group’s orientation combines individual aspirations with broader ethical
expectations regarding governance and social order.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study concludes that the professional segment of Iran’s upper middle class occupies a structurally
ambivalent position shaped by the interaction between cultural resources and institutional constraints.
While members of this group possess substantial educational and cultural capital, the broader socio-
economic and political environment limits the translation of these resources into stable expectations for
the future. As a result, their social orientation reflects a balance between aspiration and caution.

From a theoretical standpoint, the findings reinforce the relevance of Bourdieu’s relational
understanding of class, which emphasizes the interaction between capital, habitus, and social fields. The
professional habitus of this group is marked by cultural competence and cosmopolitan orientation, yet
these dispositions are reconfigured under conditions of economic instability and political limitation.
Simultaneously, Wright’s concept of contradictory class locations provides a useful lens for understanding
why this group’s interests do not align fully with either elite or subordinate classes. Because their position
is grounded primarily in credentials and professional expertise rather than ownership of productive assets,
their social outlook combines elements of reformist aspiration with concerns for stability and security.

Overall, the findings suggest that the upper-middle professional class retains significant potential as a
carrier of civic values and social development. However, persistent economic uncertainty, declining
institutional trust, and constrained political opportunities encourage strategies of individualization and
selective withdrawal. Under such conditions, the group’s capacity for sustained collective engagement
may gradually weaken, reinforcing patterns of ambivalence and cautious adaptation within contemporary
Iranian society.
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