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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The concept of establishing free zones in Iran, intended to create
regions that would act as engines of national development, emerged in the early
post-war years and was first introduced in the initial national development plans.
The implementation of this idea, which led to the establishment of several free
zones across the country, has naturally brought about a range of consequences—
most notably, profound socio-cultural impacts on the regions involved. This study
aims to identify and evaluate the socio-cultural changes resulting from the estab-
lishment of the Aras Free Zone, with a particular focus on the city of Tabriz. The
central research question is: What social and cultural effects do free zones exert on
their surrounding areas? More specifically, what socio-cultural impacts has the
Aras Free Zone had on the city of Tabriz?

Method: This study employed the grounded theory approach, using in-depth in-
terviews as the primary data collection tool. A total of 28 relevant interviews were
conducted. After transcription, open coding was applied to extract key meanings
and themes from the participants’ responses. Data saturation—indicated by recur-
ring themes—was reached by the twentieth interview, a hallmark of theoretical
sufficiency. Several additional interviews were conducted to ensure that no signifi-
cant new insights were missed; however, these yielded no novel findings.
Findings: The findings indicate that the Aras Free Zone has failed to fulfill its orig-
inal objectives, such as promoting exports over imports, leveraging comparative
advantages, and utilizing foreign trade to benefit the domestic economy. Instead,
the zone has evolved into a consumption-driven area where imported goods—with
preferential access—undermine the competitiveness of domestic products. As a
result, local manufacturing has suffered, and the city of Tabriz has shifted from
a production-oriented economy to one centered on consumption. This shift has
led to the rise of a “consumer identity” marked by increasing interest in luxury
goods and consumerist lifestyles. Interestingly, many citizens of Tabriz appear to
welcome this transformation and express satisfaction with the changes. Conse-
quently, beyond theoretical debates on modernization, this transformation appears
inevitable—at least for now. The only viable path forward may be to draw lessons
from the experiences of other countries, leveraging their successes while avoiding
their pitfalls.
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Conclusion: The analysis of the interviews and related studies reveals that the
Aras Free Zone has fundamentally transformed Tabriz, fostering a growing culture
of consumption among its residents. The identified socio-cultural impacts include
aesthetic improvements in the urban landscape, the proliferation of consumerist
values, the prioritization of consumption over production, a shift toward luxury
consumerism, a redefinition of the city’s identity, the decline of local manufac-
turing, rising youth unemployment, and the weakening of the domestic economy.
Collectively, these developments have contributed to the emergence of a distinct
“consumer identity” in Tabriz—an outcome directly influenced by the dynamics
of the Aras Free Zone.
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1. Grounded Theory
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