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Abstract

This article investigates the socio-political dynamics and institutional configurations
that have shaped the phenomenon of street vending in Iran, particularly in Tehran,
from the 1940s to the present. Moving beyond the prevalent narratives that treat street
vending as merely an informal or deviant economic activity, the study situates it
within the broader frameworks of urban political economy and policy discourses.
Drawing on historical documents, legal archives, governmental regulations, and
ethnographic observations—including voices of vendors themselves—this research
reveals how various institutions (municipal authorities, health ministries, market
organizations, and law enforcement bodies) have successively problematized and
governed street vending through shifting discourses of legality, public hygiene, urban
order, and even urban aesthetics.

The paper identifies five key discursive and policy phases: from the criminalization of
vendors as " obstructers of public passage" to their reconfiguration under neoliberal
governance logics that treat them as both urban nuisances and tourist attractions. This
historical periodization uncovers a recurring pattern in which policies oscillate
between violent exclusion and tactical inclusion, often masking deeper struggles over
urban space, economic precarity, and institutional legitimacy. In contrast to existing
scholarship that either pathologizes or romanticizes vending, this study offers a
relational and institutional account, highlighting the interplay between vendor

resistance and the evolving strategies of urban governance. Ultimately, it argues that
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street vending is not only a mode of survival but also a site where the politics of
visibility, informality, and urban citizenship are continuously negotiated.

Keywords: Street Vending, political economy, space, urban policymaking

Introduction

Street vending represents one of the most contested and conflictual forms of urban
employment in Iran. Positioned at the intersection of the informal economy, public
order, and urban policy-making, it has evolved far beyond a mere survival strategy to
become a field of institutional struggle over property, legitimacy, and the use of public
space. Since the 1950s, a variety of state and semi-state institutions—such as
municipalities, police forces, health authorities, and business guilds—have redefined

» «

street vending through discourses such as “public obstruction,” “pseudo-job,” “illegal
activity,” and “public health threat.” In this way, vendors have been alternately
criminalized, marginalized, or integrated into urban planning through regulatory
frameworks. Unlike prior studies that primarily framed vending as an individual-level
coping mechanism or an informal occupation, this article conceptualizes it within the
broader framework of urban political economy and institutional conflict. It asks: which
institutions have shaped the governance of street vending since the 1960s, and how has

this phenomenon been institutionalized and problematized as an urban issue?

Methodology

The study employs a qualitative, document-based historical approach. Archival research
covered a wide range of sources, including press reports, governmental decrees,
municipal bylaws, and online news archives. Newspaper coverage from the 1980s and
1990s (Kayhan, Ettelaat, Ayandegan) was systematically examined, while later decades
relied on digital sources such as ISNA, IRNA, and Hamshahri. Legal documents,
municipal council acts, and policy frameworks were also analyzed. Additionally,
experiential data were incorporated from street vendors’ own narratives, such as those
shared in the Telegram channel “Illiterate Vendor,” curated by a vendor himself. These
diverse materials were analyzed comparatively across different periods, allowing the
authors to trace discontinuities and continuities in policies and to construct a five-stage

historical periodization of institutional responses to street vending.

Findings
The historical-institutional analysis reveals five distinct stages in urban governance of

street vending in Tehran:
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1. Criminalization and Public Obstruction (1960s-70s): Street vendors were
redefined primarily through the discourse of sadd-e ma‘bar (“obstruction of
passage”), legitimizing their removal from sidewalks and streets. Vendors were
framed as disruptors of public order and urban flow.

2. The emergence of institutions and the formation of policies (1970s-80s): New
institutions such as the Anti-Obstruction Task Forces and the expansion of police
authority marked the consolidation of punitive approaches. Vendors were
increasingly categorized as “pseudo-workers” or even “beggars,” embedding their
exclusion in formal law.

4. Neoliberal Turn and Marketization (1990s-2000s): A shift occurred toward
organizing vendors into temporary markets and bazaars. Municipalities reduced
coercive removals and instead sought to capitalize on vending through fees, rents,
and permits. This period reflects a neoliberal logic oscillating between exclusion
and commodified inclusion.

5. Health and Sanitation Discourses (2000s): The Ministry of Health and medical
universities entered the regulatory arena, framing vendors—especially food
sellers—as unhygienic and a public health risk. This broadened the institutional
coalition against vending by linking it to the body, health, and sanitation of urban
residents.

6. In the struggle between organization and monetization in a neoliberal city (2010s—
present): Current policies oscillate between exclusionary crackdowns and selective
legalization. Municipalities have experimented with “smart governance” strategies
(temporary permits, digital registries, designated vending zones), while at the same
time reinforcing discourses of “urban aesthetics” and “public rights” to justify
evictions. The establishment of Shahrban and its security apparatus
institutionalized direct confrontations with vendors, while legislative reforms have
reframed vending as a quasi-legal yet marginal activity.

Across these five stages, vendors have been alternately framed as obstructive, illegal,

unhygienic, marginal, or even as contributors to urban aesthetics. This oscillation

reflects broader structural struggles over space, power, and legitimacy in Tehran.

Street vending thus emerges as both a livelihood strategy and a contested claim to

citizenship and the right to the city.

Conclusion
The present study sought to revisit the process by which street vending becomes

problematized not at an individual or moral level, but at a discursive-institutional one.



Such a reevaluation reveals how street vending, in the context of socio-economic
transformations and through the gradual involvement of formal institutions, has
shifted from a livelihood strategy into an urban and regulatory issue. What emerges in
this analysis is not merely a conflict between the “formal order” and the “informal,”
but logics that in different historical periods produced new labels, created new
institutions, and proposed varying policies for addressing the phenomenon.

From characterizations such as “nuisance vendor” to “irregular vendor,” from
“unhygienic” to “illegal,” and eventually from “to be excluded” to “urban attraction,”
we observe a process in which the identity of street vendors is continuously redefined
— and each redefinition has been intertwined with new formations of power,
legitimacy, and urban order. In one period, physical coercive control over public
space was the main tool of urban institutions; in another, softer policies such as
regulation, licensing, or mechanizing marketplaces took its place. Yet throughout all
these periods, what is repeated is the presence of an interventionist logic that seeks
either to incorporate the informal into the symbolic order of power or to relegate it to
the margins.

The study demonstrates that street vending in Tehran cannot be understood merely as
an informal economic practice; it is an institutionalized field of power shaped by
historical trajectories of law, governance, and everyday resistance. Each policy cycle
has oscillated between coercion and co-optation, reflecting the contradictory logics of
exclusion and economic exploitation. Ultimately, vending highlights the dynamic
interplay between institutional authority and subaltern agency. Street vendors, far
from passive victims, have continually negotiated their presence in the city through
tactical resilience and spatial improvisation. From a sociological perspective, vending
must therefore be analyzed as a relational and historical phenomenon, where urban
space is not only a site of economic exchange but also a battleground for recognition,
citizenship, and the distribution of rights within the city.
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