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The prevailing discourse on migration in Iran is largely shaped by conventional theories that
adopt a linear and positivist approach, assuming migration to be a one-directional and
continuous process—one in which people simply leave their home country in search of better
opportunities. The aforementioned approach tends to overlook the variegated and often
contradictory reasons behind migration decisions, reducing migration to a straightforward
economic or personal opportunity-seeking behavior. Such a perspective typically frames any
decision other than emigration as an individual anomaly or exception. In a conscious
disagreement with this line of reasoning, this study takes a critical narrative research
approach, drawing on recent international migration literature—particularly the aspiration
capability framework—to challenge the homogenizer atmosphere made by the dominant
narratives of migration. The aspiration-capability framework emphasizes that migration
decisions are shaped by both individuals' desires (aspirations) and their actual ability
(capabilities) to migrate, a combination constrained or enabled by structural, social, and
personal factors. It aims to uncover the complex, nuanced realities behind various migration-
related decisions, including emigration, voluntary or involuntary immobility, and return,
among educated Iranians. Particularly interested in the experiences from the years between
2010 and the early 2020s, this study is focused on four groups of Master's and PhD graduates
from top-ranked universities in Tehran, who have faced one of the following situations:
emigration, return, voluntary immobility, or involuntary immobility. Beyond the well-
documented success stories of emigration and the newly recognized "Liminal" type—who
are both visible and even overrepresented in the hegemonic discourse—this research
identifies four additional types whose migration experiences deviate significantly from
dominant narratives. These are: "The Hedonist", "The Reflexive”, ”The Resistant", and "The
Companion". These categories illustrate that migration experiences are not homogeneous but
vary widely based on personal values, social contexts, and individual strategies for coping
with or resisting structural constraints. A central and unifier theme is “exercising power over
one’s life”. Individuals experience their agency through a unique combination of aspirations
and capabilities, shaped by their actual possibilities or limitations. While the "Reflexives"
choose to stay or return in order to make a tangible impact at the micro and meso level—
within their personal lives and families, the "Companions” extend this sense of influence to
their local communities and broader society, even if in small ways. The "Resistants" actively
seek to assert power through political and social engagement, adapting their forms of
resistance to both everyday life and moments of collective unrest. Their efforts reflect a
deliberate and conscious attempt to challenge and reshape societal conditions. In contrast, the
"Hedonists" possess a different set of capabilities that allow them to remain detached from
strategic calculations about migration; for the “Hedonists”, migration is embedded in a
lifestyle valuing freedom, exploration, and self-indulgence. Lastly, the “Liminals"—both as a
social type and an existential condition—embark on the migration journey following a
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profound sense of deprivation and inability to exercise power or effect change in either their
personal or social spheres. By applying the aspiration-capability framework, this study
shows how the dominant migration discourse in Iran fails to capture the multiplicity and
nuances of experiences and motivations among educated Iranians. It argues that instead of a
single, linear migration narrative focused on departure, there exists a complex spectrum of
decisions shaped by personal hopes, structural barriers, social identities, and forms of
resistance.
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