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Abstract

Introduction: In the contemporary digital landscape, Iranian influencers have solid-
ified their position as pivotal figures in shaping public discourse and social norms,
particularly on the visually-centric platform of Instagram. Their mastery of com-
pelling narrative, emotional resonance, and real-time engagement has catalyzed the
emergence of the “fame economy,” a social system where digital visibility serves
as a potent and convertible form of capital. This paper presents a detailed sociolog-
ical analysis of this phenomenon, examining the strategic processes through which
influencers transform their symbolic and cultural capital—their reputation and in-
fluence derived from a massive follower base—into tangible economic and social
capital. A central objective is to scrutinize the dual function of social responsibility
and philanthropic endeavors. We investigate whether these acts are primarily driven
by genuine altruism or are meticulously calculated strategies for sustaining public
legitimacy, expanding audience reach, and, ultimately, generating greater financial
returns. The unique socio-political context of Iran, with its distinctive online engage-
ment patterns, provides a rich and complex case study for dissecting this intricate
interplay between charitable intent and strategic self-interest.

Methods: This research employs a qualitative methodology anchored by Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA), which was applied to a comprehensive dataset of so-
cial media content from 12 high-profile Iranian influencers. The selection criteria
for these influencers were based on their diverse thematic niches, significant fol-
lower counts, and active participation in social campaigns. The study’s temporal
scope, from 2020 to 2023, was strategically chosen to encompass a period marked
by a series of critical social crises in Iran, including natural disasters, public health
emergencies, and socio-political unrest. This timeline allowed for a nuanced anal-
ysis of influencer responses to a range of urgent, real-world events. Our theoretical
framework synthesizes three foundational concepts: Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of
capitals, which illuminates the mechanisms of capital conversion; Erving Goff-
man’s dramaturgical model, which provides a crucial lens for deconstructing the
public performance of virtue; and Georg Franck’s theory of the attention economy,
which positions attention itself as a scarce and commodifiable resource. By inte-
grating these theories, we systematically deconstruct the influencers’ motivations,
their public performances of social good, and the underlying power dynamics.
Results: The findings of this research unveil a highly complex and often par-



adoxical nature of influencer philanthropy. While a small subset of influencers
demonstrated instances of authentic and sustained social engagement, a majority
of the observed activities were characterized by performative tactics and a stra-
tegic approach to brand cultivation. This often manifested as the commodifica-
tion of virtue, wherein charitable acts were meticulously curated and presented
as core elements of the influencer’s personal brand identity. We discovered that
many influencers leveraged highly emotional and visually compelling storytelling
to document their philanthropic efforts, frequently blurring the distinction between
genuine charity and promotional content for their own commercial ventures.
These performative acts were consistently correlated with a surge in audience
engagement, follower growth, and subsequent business opportunities. The study
thus highlights a discernible pattern of exploiting social crises for self-promotion,
which has inevitably fueled public skepticism regarding the authenticity and ethi-
cal accountability of these digital figures.

Discussion: This research concludes that the fame economy in Iran is a highly dy-
namic and intricate ecosystem where social engagement is inextricably linked with
personal and economic gain. The strategic deployment of social responsibility,
though capable of mobilizing support and aid, primarily functions as a mechanism
for accumulating attention and converting symbolic capital into tangible returns.
Our findings provide strong empirical support for Franck’s and Bourdieu’s theo-
ries, as influencer behavior clearly demonstrates a keen understanding of the value
of attention and the intricate process of capital conversion. The observed perform-
ative actions also offer a compelling, real-world validation of Goffman’s dram-
aturgical model. This phenomenon underscores an urgent need for institutional
and public frameworks to enforce ethical standards, mandate greater transparency,
and ensure genuine accountability in social campaigns led by influencers. Without
such oversight, the “fame economy” risks continually prioritizing self-promotion
over authentic social good, eroding public trust and potentially co-opting genuine
social movements for commercial benefit. Ultimately, this paper argues that culti-
vating media literacy among followers and establishing clear ethical guidelines are
indispensable steps to reorient this powerful social force away from mere personal
branding and toward a more meaningful vehicle for authentic social change.
Keywords: Fame Economy, Social Responsibility, Influencer, Symbolic Capital,
Celebrity Society.
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