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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article type: The emergence and evolution of the middle class, as a central axis in the analysis
Research Article of modern political and social societies, has consistently attracted the attention of
sociologists, historians, and political scientists. The middle class refers to a social
Received: group occupying an intermediate position between upper and lower strata in terms
2026/05/18 of economic status, education, and occupation, typically encompassing clerks,
Accepted: professionals, small business owners, and intellectuals. The constituents of this
20?6/06/18 class are differentiated based on criteria such as stable income, higher education
28.63 attainment, lifestyle patterns, and socio-political participation. This article

examines how selected European travel writers perceived the concept of the middle
class during the Safavid era, addressing the question of whether embryonic forms

Il\(/l?gzlj\;g?fa-ss pf an _emerg_ing social stratum, a}nalogous to the modern mi_ddle class, can _be
Safavids, ' identified within the soual_fabrlc of Safavid Iran. Employmg a comparative
Travelogues, approach and content analysis of Western travelogues, this research demonstrates
Bureaucracy, that: (1) despite the absence of a modern conceptualization of the middle class in
Social Structure. that period, factors such as the institutionalization of bureaucracy, urban economic

development, industrial growth, and the expansion of educational opportunities
created the necessary conditions for the formation of an intermediate social
stratum; and (2) the nascent middle class in Safavid Iran was founded upon wagf
(religious endowments), court bureaucracy, and international trade, rather than
private property ownership or industrial revolution—a distinction that endowed it
with a unique identity not observed in European models. Consequently,
travelogues serve not merely as descriptive sources but as analytical texts with
significant theoretical capacity for research on Iran's social history; furthermore,
contrary to claims attributing the emergence of the middle class to the first Pahlavi
era, evidence indicates that the earliest indicators of this class were observable for
the first time during the Safavid period.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The emergence and transformation of the middle class as a key axis in analyzing modern
political and social societies has always been a focal point for sociologists, historians, and
political scientists. In historical studies of Iran, the appearance of this class is generally
attributed to the modern era, particularly the first Pahlavi period—an era characterized by top-
down modernization, the establishment of a new army, the expansion of centralized
bureaucracy, and the development of modern education. However, scattered evidence in
historical sources suggests the formation of nascent elements of a middle social layer in pre-
industrial societies, including Safavid Iran. The Safavid era (1501-1736 CE), with its
strengthened central government, institutionalized bureaucracy, flourishing urbanization, and
expansion of international trade, provided a unique context for redefining social structures. The
central question of this research is: Can signs of an emerging social layer with characteristics
similar to the modern middle class be identified within the socio-economic fabric of Safavid
Iran? And if so, how did European travel writers, as external observers, reflect this
transformation?

Material & Methods

This study employs a comparative approach and qualitative content analysis to examine
selected European travelogues from the Safavid period. The research population includes the
works of eight prominent European travelers (Chardin, Olearius, Tavernier, Kaempfer, Della
Valle, Sanson, Figueroa, and Krusinski) who visited Iran between the 16th and 18th centuries.
Selection criteria included diversity in travel purposes (commercial, political, religious,
scientific), comprehensiveness of reports on socio-economic dimensions, and access to reliable
Persian or English editions. In the analytical process, key concepts such as “middle class,”
“bureaucracy,” “professional specialization,” and “economic independence” were first
operationally defined within the theoretical frameworks of classical scholars (Hobsbawm,
Mills, Huntington) and Iranology studies (Abrahamian, Ashraf, Floor). Subsequently, through
open and axial coding, propositions related to middle social layers were extracted from the texts
and categorized across four domains: administrative, economic, cultural, and service-oriented.
Finally, using a comparative approach, similarities and distinctions between the Iranian model
and the European experience were evaluated.

Results and discussion

The findings of this study indicate that although the modern concept of the “middle class” did
not exist theoretically in the Safavid era, substantial empirical evidence of an emerging middle
social layer with distinct characteristics is reflected in the reports of European travelers. These
findings can be explained across three main axes:

1) First: Institutionalization of Bureaucracy and the Formation of a Specialized Managerial
Layer: Analysis of travelogues by Olearius and Kaempfer reveals that the Safavid governmental
structure extended beyond traditional monarchy, featuring a complex system with division of
labor, administrative hierarchy, and appointment based on merit. The precise listing of court
positions—from the Grand Vizier to the cup-bearer—the existence of specialized roles such as
court chronicler, chief judge (Divan-begi), market inspector (Mohtaseb), and court physician,
along with regular salaries from the state treasury, all point to the emergence of a group of
salaried employees and managers who gained social status not through heredity but through
expertise and service to the government. These characteristics align with classical criteria of
the administrative-professional middle class.

2) Second: Flourishing Urban Economy and the Emergence of Independent Economic Layers:
Reports by Chardin, Tavernier, and Della Valle on the bazaars of Isfahan, Tabriz, and Kashan
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depict a dynamic economic ecosystem in which merchants, artisans, workshop owners, and
skilled workers played central roles. The presence of international caravanserais, diversity of
luxury goods, trans-regional trade networks, and direct relationships between merchants and
the court indicate the formation of a middle economic class with capital, relative independence,
and political influence. Furthermore, references to hourly wages for workers and guild-based
registration suggest early signs of institutionalized labor relations in pre-industrial Iran.

3) Third: Expansion of Public Services and Professional Specialization: Chardin’s description
of hospitals in Tabriz—with physicians present at specified hours, financing through
endowments (waqf), and free services to patients—testifies to the emergence of a specialized
medical layer with administrative organization and relative financial independence. Similarly,
the expansion of primary schools (maktab-khanehs), religious seminaries, and the presence of
educated teachers, scribes, and clerics fostered a group of intellectuals and cultural mediators
who, through access to knowledge and their role in cultural intermediation, attained an
independent position within the social structure.

4) Distinguishing the Iranian Model from the European Experience: A key finding of this
research is the identification of the unique foundations of the Safavid middle class. Unlike the
European model, which was rooted in the Industrial Revolution, private property, and bourgeois
movements, the middle layer in Safavid Iran rested on three pillars: 1) court bureaucracy and a
merit-based appointment system, 2) the institution of waqgf (endowment) and a charitable
economy that provided financial autonomy to service institutions, and 3) international trade and
Iran’s geopolitical position along the Silk Road. This structural difference endowed the Iranian
middle class with a distinct identity, in which loyalty to the central government and a balance
between tradition and specialization played a decisive role.

Conclusion

Through a critical re-reading of European travelogues from the Safavid era, this research
demonstrates that the early signs of middle-class formation in Iran can be traced back much
earlier than the Pahlavi period, within the socio-economic transformations of the 16th and 17th
centuries. Although this social layer differed quantitatively and qualitatively from the modern
middle class, its possession of characteristics such as professional specialization, division of
labor, wage employment, access to education, and a mediating role between state and society
rendered it a historical precursor to later developments. The findings also emphasize that
European travelogues are not merely descriptive sources but analytical texts with considerable
theoretical capacity for research on Iran’s social history. By challenging the linear narrative of
modernization in Iran, this study highlights the necessity of re-examining pre-modern social
structures and recognizing indigenous capacities for social transformation. It is recommended
that future research expand the scope of sources (administrative documents, endowment deeds,
local texts) and employ quantitative methods to deepen and test the validity of these findings.
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