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Abstract

This study investigates the structural transformations of Iran's political
economy during the 1390s (2011-2021) and the emergence of a new
social class known as the “nouveau riche” (now-kiseh). This decade is
characterized by unstable economic growth, chronic inflation, and a
sanctioned, rentier economy, which collectively deepened class
divides and intensified social inequalities. An analysis of official data
confirms a rise in macro-inequality indicators, specifically the Gini
coefficient (particularly in the latter half of the decade) and a
significant increase in the top decile’s share of total expenditures. This
trend signifies a concentration of wealth in the hands of a minority
who have primarily benefited from non-productive activities and rent-
seeking. The rise of this class has precipitated a profound
transformation of values in Iranian life, where conspicuous
consumption and luxury-seeking have become the primary avenues
for attaining self-esteem, establishing themselves as the dominant and
hegemonic discourse within the social sphere. Utilizing secondary
data and interpreting them within the theoretical frameworks of
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Weber, Veblen, Mills, and Bourdieu, this article provides an economic
description of the nouveau riche phenomenon while critically
evaluating the axiological and cultural consequences of this class's
dominance. The research findings indicate that the cultural
determinants of the emergence of the nouveau riche in Iran include:
the devaluation of productive labor and the legitimization of non-
productive and speculative activities; the prevalence of conspicuous
consumption and shifting criteria of social status; the growth of
systemic immorality and the normalization of corruption; the
commodification of science, art, and ethics; and ultimately, the
erosion of social capital and public trust.

Keywords: Nouveau Riche, Conspicuous Consumption, Economic
Crisis, Plunder, Hegemony.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The political economy of Iran in the 2010s was defined by a confluence of
structural instability, stagflation, and the dominance of non-productive
finance. This period, marked by extreme volatility in key macroeconomic
indicators, facilitated an unprecedented deepening of class cleavages.
Analysis reveals a pattern of wealth polarization whereby capital was
systematically siphoned from productive sectors and popular strata toward
speculative asset markets. The resultant formation—a nouveau riche class
(now-kiseh)—originated not in entrepreneurial innovation or industrial
growth, but in the interstices of crisis, rent appropriation, and arbitrage. This
research interrogates the central sociological problem arising from this
configuration: the mechanism through which such objectively predatory
economic practices are translated into a subjectively legitimized cultural
hegemony.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Synthesis

Indigenous research often oscillates between a macro-structural political
economy, which cogently critiques the rentier state but lacks a granular
account of recent, rapid class formation, and a micro-sociological focus on
performative consumption. International comparative sociology, conversely,
illuminates the integral link between the source of wealth and its socio-
political correlates. Studies demonstrate a robust affinity between rent-
derived wealth, particularly from real estate, and authoritarian-conservative
political dispositions among new elites. The research gap it addresses is the
theoretical and empirical connection between the objective processes of
speculative accumulation and the subjective processes through which this
group’s culture attains hegemony, reshaping public values and social tastes.

Methodology: A Critical Documentary Synthesis

Adopting an interpretive-critical paradigm _ this study employs a strategy of
secondary documentary analysis across two constitutive planes:

1. The Structural Plane: Utilizing official data from the Statistical Center of
Iran and the Central Bank.

2. The Symbolic Plane: Analyzing discursive and representational fields
within media and public culture.

This dual-layered evidence is theorized through an integrated framework
combining Weber’s concept of status groups, Veblen’s theory of
conspicuous consumption and predatory gain, Mills’s critique of the
structural amorality in power elites, and Bourdieu’s foundational work on
distinction, capital conversion, and symbolic violence.
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Analysis: From Predatory Accumulation to Symbolic Hegemony

The research findings coalesce around five interconnected theses that chart
the passage from economic fact to cultural dominion:

1. The Inversion of Value: Productive Labor vs. Speculative Cunning:The
stark divergence between productive recession and asset inflation forged a
new social epistemology. Productive work was culturally demoted to folly,
while speculative acumen was elevated to a form of intelligence.

2. Conspicuous Consumption as a Regime of Visibility: With radical
disparities in consumption capacity, luxury goods and experiential spending
evolved into the primary lexicon of social valuation. The public display of
plundered wealth operates as a performative claim to a redefined social
hierarchy.

3. Structural Amorality and the Moral Economy of Rent: When the primary
avenues to wealth are rent and inflation, unethical conduct ceases to be a
personal deviation and becomes a systemic prerequisite. The moral
framework of society adapts to measure success purely by the accretion of
capital, irrespective of its genesis.

4. The Commodification of Legitimacy and Capital Conversion: Lacking
inherited cultural capital, the nouveau riche strategically invest economic
capital to purchase symbolic legitimacy. Patronage of arts, media, and
philanthropy constitutes a calculated project of capital conversion, giving
rise to hybrid figures like the “celebrity-intellectual”.

5.Erosion of the Social: Spatial Segregation and the Crisis of Trust: This
erosion of social capital and mutual trust fosters a landscape of deep-seated
resentment, dismantling the notion of a common societal project. The most
virulent political expressions, including populist and proto-fascist discourses,
find fertile ground in this damaged social substrate.

Conclusion

The ascent of Iran’s nouveau riche during the 2010s represents far more than
a shift in economic fortune; it signifies a hegemonic project that has
successfully recast the social imagination. This study demonstrates how the
political economy of rentier capitalism, under conditions of structural
adjustment and crisis, can generate a self-perpetuating cultural logic. This
logic naturalizes speculative accumulation, legitimizes status through
predatory consumption, commodities social honor, and ultimately dismantles
the bonds of collective solidarity.
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