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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This anthropological study investigates the inherent tension between
bureaucratic logic of targeted support and the lived experience of clients in
Iran's Welfare Organization and Social Emergency Centers. Drawing on the
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Article history: concept of the "gray zone," the research explores how supportive institutions
Received 06 August 2026 inevitably oscillate between "assistance" and "control". The theoretical

framework integrates three contemporary anthropologists: Loic Wacquant's
Revised 29 August 2026 "gray zones of sovereignty," Sherry Ortner's "dark anthropology" with its
Accepted 08 September 2026 emphasis on ethical ambiguity and subjective experience of institutional

suffering, and Insa Koch's "personalizing the state" which reveals clients'

creative strategies for agency within institutional gray zones. Data were
collected through fourteen months of participant observation, in-depth semi-

Keywords: structured interviews with 62 participants (38 clients, 16 social workers, and
Dark Anthropology, 8 administrative staff), and analysis of 147 case files across two Welfare
Gray Zone, Centers and one Social Emergency Center in Tehran and Alborz provinces.

Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke's, six-phase approach

Institutional Violence, revealed three main tensions in client-worker interactions: the tension

Personalizing the State, between information needs and feelings of humiliation; the tension between
) standardized procedures and unique life contexts; and the tension between
Social Emergency. service conditionality and client agency and dignity. Despite these tensions,

clients were never passive consumers of institutional violence; they
developed three primary strategies for personalizing the state and
maintaining their agency: formal compliance, informal networking, and
narrative adaptation. The study argues that many secondary harms stem not
from individual negligence or systemic deficiency, but from the unconscious
reproduction of procedures no longer aligned with contemporary conditions.
By localizing the gray zone concept within Iran's rentier-welfare state with
its ethical-revolutionary legitimacy, the research reveals an added
ideological-moral layer that distinguishes it from Western neoliberal models,
shifting institutional violence from the level of "status" to that of "identity."
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Introduction

This study begins with an anthropological inquiry into two Welfare Center and one Social
Emergency Center in Tehran and Alborz provinces, where clients narrate receiving help not as
relief from suffering, but as an encounter with surveillance, humiliation, and mistrust. This
contradiction raises a fundamental question: can mechanisms designed to reduce social suffering
inadvertently produce another form of suffering? Welfare institutions, in allocating limited
resources, and realizing distributive justice, are inevitably involved in screening, assessment,
documentation, and surveillance of clients. However, these procedures may transform support into
an experience intertwined with control and exclusion. The theoretical framework of this research is
based on three complementary anthropological axes, each illuminating one layer of the "gray zone"
in the relationship between supportive institutions and clients. The first layer is structural-legal,
drawing on Wacquant’s concept of "gray zones of sovereignty," which shoes that welfare
institutions are not simply opposed to control or punishment, but operate between aid and
surveillance, support and discipline, help and humiliation. The second layer is subjective-
experiential, drawing on Ortner’s "dark anthropology" and "ethical ambiguity," which directs
attention to the lived experience of institutional suffering, including feelings of humiliation,
hopelessness, chronic helplessness. The third layer is interactional-agentic, drawing on Koch’s
"personalizing the state," which emphasizes clients’ agency and their creative strategies for
preserving dignity and accessing services. These three theorists cover the layer of the "gray zone"
and their combination enables simultaneous analysis of laws, emotions, and everyday negotiations.
The main research question is: How does the gray zone of supportive interactions in Iran’s Welfare
and Social Emergency Centers take shape, and what effect does it have on client’s experience, staff
performance, and the possibility of realizing social support? The sub-questions are:(1) what
organizational, legal, and administrative factors and mechanisms contribute to the formation and
reproduction of this zone? (2) How do clients and staff experience and interpret these interactions?
(3) What strategies do clients use to access services, preserve dignity, and exercise their agency in
the face of limitations? The necessity of this research lies in the fact that existing studies on
violence in welfare, therapeutic, and emergency services have predominantly been produced in
Western contexts and require localization in Iran. Moreover, no research has simultaneously
examined these three layers of the gray zone within Iran’s rentier-welfare state. By localizing this
concept, this research reveals an ethical-ideological layer distinguishing it from Western neoliberal
models, shifting institutional violence from the level of "status" to "identity."

Discussion

The findings of this research, analyzed through the three-layer framework, align with the theories
of Wacquant, Ortner, and Koch, yet go beyond them in significant ways. In the structural-legal
layer, the findings show that service conditionality in Iran is justified not merely economically, but
through the language of "moral improvement" and "deservingness". Clients are compelled to prove
not only their neediness but also their moral competence and responsibility. This finding, while
consistent with Wacquant’s concept of "punitive regulation of poverty" reveals an additional
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ethical-ideological layer rooted in the legitimacy of Iran’s "rentier-welfare state", a state that
distributes support not only through efficiency but through the discourse of "moral improvement"
and "deservingness." This layer is absent in Wacquant’s theory, which focuses on the Western
neoliberal state, and its localization for Iran constitutes the first theoretical innovation of this
research. In the subjective-experimental layer, the findings show that ethical ambiguity the inability
to distinguish support from control is deeper in clients’ narratives than Ortner describes. In the
Iranian context, this ambiguity arises from both the intertwining of support and control and the
inconsistency between the official discourse (ethical-revolutionary) and the executive procedure
(bureaucratic-controlling). Clients face two contradictory languages: promising "revolutionary care"
and imposing "moral conditionality." This discursive gap, as the second theoretical innovation,
enriches "ethical ambiguity" in non-western context. In the interactional-agentic layer, the research
shows that Iranian clients, beyond Koch’s strategies, use "formal compliance" and "narrative
adaptation" as "institutional language learning." This strategy preserve dignity in the face of moral
harshness. They redefine their "moral self" to align with institutional criteria. This identity
redefinition, as the third theoretical innovation, elevates "personalizing the state,”" from instrumental
action to identity-moral action. Furthermore, the comparison of the two fields shows that the gray
zone is not a homogeneous phenomenon but emerges differently in each field. In Social Emergency,
due to the emergency and intervention-oriented nature if actions, the structural-legal layer is
reproduced with greater intensity and compression. Clients, in less than an hour, are subjected to
explicit questions, rapid judgments, and immediate decisions. This "institutional shock" deepens the
subjective-experiential layer in welfare through the continuation of client visits and the prolongation
of processes as "gradual erosion." This finding challenges Wacquant’s theory, which assumes the
gray zone is largely homogeneous, and shows that for analyzing supportive institutions in non-
Western contexts, attention must be paid to the temporal typology of the gray zone, the fourth
theoretical innovation of this research.

Conclusion

This anthropological study, aimed at analyzing the "gray zone" of supportive interaction in
Welfare and Social Emergency Centers, showed that the interaction between clients and staff cannot
be explained within a simple binary of "support or control." The findings present picture:
interactions simultaneously contain elements of assistance, surveillance, empathy, judgment,
humiliation, and exclusion. This duality stems not from the individual intent of staff but from the
systematic connection of supportive policies, resource limitations, administrative rules, evaluation
methods, organizational pressures, and clients’ lived experience. However, what distinguishes this
research from previous studies is not merely the confirmation of this duality but the discovery of an
ethical-ideological layer in the Iranian context that shifts institutional violence from the level of
"social status of neediness" to the level of "individual moral identity", a shift not explicitly seen in
the theories of Wacquant, Ortner, Koch and which constitutes the main theoretical contribution of
this research. The three-layer analysis of the findings, consistent with but going beyond the theories
of Wacquant, Ortner, and Koch, showed that, service conditionality in Iran is justified not merely
economically but through moral and reformist language. In the subjective-experiential layer, ethical
ambiguity is deeper than Ortner describes, arising from the inconsistency between official and
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executive discourses. In the interactional-agentic layer, Iranian clients use "formal compliance" and
"narrative adaptation" as "institutional language learning" to preserve dignity and access services.
These findings contribute to the localization of the gray zone concept in Iran’s rentier-welfare state
and reveal an ethical-ideological layer that distinguishes it from Western neoliberal models. Based
on the findings, this research proposes policy recommendations to reduce institutional violence:
clarification of criteria and reasons for denial or termination of support, establishment of the
principle of minimum necessary information, creation of independent and safe mechanisms for
complaints and feedback, separation of the supportive role from the control role of institutions, and
replacing quantitative indicators with qualitative ones (dignity, trust, satisfaction) and providing
professional support to employees to reduce burnout. In sum, the gray zone of supportive
interaction is not fixed, but reproduced differently by temporal rhythm and intervention type. For
analyzing supportive institutions in non-Western contexts, attention must be paid to the temporal
typology of the gray zone. The main message is that combining structural, experiential, and agentic
layer, and localizing the gray zone concept in Iran’s rentier-welfare state, can reduce institutional
violence and improve social support services in Iran.
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