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This study examines the logic of governance embedded in social policies
addressing street-working children in Iran. Although child labour is commonly
approached through poverty, vulnerability, or protection, less attention has been paid
to how policy discourse defines the child as a particular subject and how supportive
interventions become connected to discipline and punishment. The study asks how
these policies construct a policy subject and stabilize this construction through
discursive and disciplinary mechanisms. The theoretical framework combines Michel
Foucault’s concepts of governmentality and discipline with Loic Wacquant’s analysis
of the relationship between welfare and punishment. The research uses a qualitative
case study of Tehran. Data were collected during 2021-2023 through policy and legal
documents, semi-structured interviews with policy and implementation actors, social
workers, non-governmental organizations, working children and their mothers, and
field observations in service centres and urban spaces. Data were analysed through
Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis. Findings show that the street-
working child is constructed as a victim in need of rescue, while the family is
simultaneously constituted as a site of risk and intervention. Rescue is therefore
conditional on behavioural change, cooperation, and acceptance of disciplinary
programmes. Empowerment is redefined as moral and pedagogical training rather
than an expansion of economic power, shifting explanations of poverty toward
individual skills, financial management, and family culture. Ambiguous definitions
create interpretive discretion for frontline workers and allow children to move
between welfare, protective, and penal pathways. Biometric identification, introduced
ostensibly to improve counting, enables the recording and tracking of repeated street
presence, facilitating intensified intervention and custody deprivation. Non-
governmental organizations occupy a paradoxical position: they may criticize police
violence while simultaneously implementing identification, registration, and soft
disciplinary practices. The study conceptualizes this configuration as fragile
disciplinary-punitive welfare, in which support, discipline, and punishment form a
continuum whose effectiveness is limited by persistent resistance.
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Introduction

Social policy in Iran does not address poverty only through redistribution or material
assistance. Some manifestations of deprivation, including street work, begging, and marginality, are
increasingly framed through the category of social harm. Within this framing, policy determines not
only who is entitled to support, but also what forms of behaviour and public presence make support
legitimate. Street-working children occupy a contradictory position. Their age and legal status make
them subjects of protection, yet their presence in public space can also be interpreted through
vulnerability, risk, crime prevention, disorder, and family dysfunction. Consequently, interventions
that appear protective may simultaneously regulate children and their families. This tension makes
street-working children an important case for examining welfare and governance in Iran.

Existing Iranian research on working children has largely focused on causes and
consequences of child labour, psychosocial vulnerability, lived experience, or the evaluation of
services and organizational programmes. These studies have generated valuable knowledge, but less
frequently examine the governing rationalities embedded in official policy and implementation. In
particular, concepts such as protection, empowerment, family-centredness, vulnerability, and
cooperation are often treated as beneficial rather than analysed as categories through which
intervention is organized. The present study addresses this gap by shifting attention from whether
policies support or repress children to how support itself is constructed and what forms of conduct it
seeks to produce. The questions are: how do policies for street-working children construct a
particular policy subject; through which discursive mechanisms is this subject produced; and
through which disciplinary techniques is the resulting policy logic enacted and sustained?

The theoretical framework combines Foucault’s analysis of governmentality and discipline
with Wacquant’s account of the articulation of welfare and penal institutions. Foucault makes it
possible to examine how governing operates through the production of responsible and self-
regulating subjects, while Wacquant directs attention to the institutional connection between
welfare and coercive control. These perspectives are complemented by responsibilization and
activation, which illuminate how structural problems may be translated into individual obligations.
The study approaches policy not as a neutral delivery mechanism, but as a field in which categories,
responsibilities, and legitimate interventions are produced. The analysis is based on a case study of
Tehran, where policy-making and implementation institutions, non-governmental organizations,
service centres, and street spaces were examined as interconnected sites of governance. This
approach enables analysis of the relationship between official discourse, implementation practices,
and the experiences and responses of policy subjects.

Discussion
The findings reveal a complex governing chain that begins with the discursive construction of
the street-working child and extends through disciplinary intervention toward penal and
exclusionary mechanisms. “Street presence” is a decisive criterion of policy visibility. Children
working in public spaces become readily identifiable and governable, while other forms of child
labour remain outside the same intervention apparatus. The policy subject is therefore produced by
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public visibility. Within official and organizational discourse, the visible child is predominantly
represented as a victim: a victim of poverty, inadequate parenting, exploitation, criminal networks,
or the dangers of the street. This representation justifies intervention by positioning the child as
dependent and the family as a source of risk.

Family-centredness is central to this process. Rather than strengthening family resources, it
moves discipline into the family. Parents are evaluated by cooperation and willingness to prevent
the child’s return. Families unable to achieve this are represented as resistant or incapable.
Empowerment is similarly detached from structural conditions of poverty and becomes a
pedagogical project. Skills training, entrepreneurship, financial literacy, and behavioural education
recast insecurity as deficiencies in skills, management, or personal choices. Their significance also
lies in the behavioural expectations they establish. Failure is attributed to the subject rather than
structural poverty or policy limitations.

A further finding concerns ambiguity. Definitions of policy subjects are not stable across
documents and institutions. This ambiguity gives frontline workers interpretive discretion, allowing
children to move between institutional pathways. The same child may become a beneficiary,
vulnerable subject, family-risk case, or penal subject depending on interpretation. Identification
technologies increasingly reinforce this process. Biometric registration, presented as a means of
counting children, creates records that can recognize repeated presence. The welfare file thus
acquires a surveillance function: repeated presence can be interpreted as non-cooperation and justify
intensified intervention. Welfare and penal institutions consequently operate as connected stages.

Non-governmental organizations complicate this picture. Many criticize police violence and
indiscriminate collection while attempting to provide unconditional support. Yet they may
simultaneously participate in identification, registration, family intervention, and behavioural
programmes. Delegation therefore redistributes implementation among non-state actors without
removing the governing logic in practice. These findings qualify a simple application of Foucault or
Wacquant. The Iranian configuration does not fully correspond to Wacquant’s punitive state, nor to
purely indirect Foucauldian governmentality operating through self-regulation. Instead, disciplinary
and punitive mechanisms are combined with delegation, selective coercion, and uneven
enforcement. Fragile disciplinary-punitive welfare captures this configuration.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the governance of street-working children in Iran cannot be adequately
understood as either child protection or repression. It is better understood as welfare in which
protection is conditioned by discipline and disciplinary failure can open a path toward punishment,
exclusion, or surveillance. The child is constructed as a victim requiring rescue, but rescue is linked
to programmes that transform the child and regulate the family. Support becomes conditional upon
behavioural change and cooperation. The distinction between helping and governing becomes
difficult to maintain. The concept of fragile disciplinary-punitive welfare identifies four
interconnected features.

First, responsibility for implementation is delegated to non-state organizations, reducing the
state’s direct welfare burden while extending intervention. Second, responsibility for poverty is
individualized through empowerment, skills training, and family-oriented interventions. Economic
insecurity is translated into problems of conduct, capacity, or family culture. Third, punitive
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possibilities remain present through custody deprivation, residential placement, detention, or
deportation, particularly for migrants. Fourth, coercion is selective rather than uniformly applied,
with migrant children especially exposed to exclusionary mechanisms. This selectivity shows that
coercion operates unevenly across policy subjects. These elements form a continuum rather than
discrete policy stages, linking supportive measures to coercive responses when behavioural change
does not occur.

“Fragile” is analytically important. It describes the unstable capacity of the governing
arrangement to achieve its intended effects. The model is not a fully consolidated punitive
apparatus. Its interventions are repeatedly disrupted by everyday resistance, including refusal,
concealment, escape, and return to street work. Families may resist because alternatives are
unavailable, while children return because interventions do not alter the economic conditions
making street work necessary. The system interprets repeated failure as resistance or non-
cooperation, legitimating stronger intervention. Coercion thus partly reflects limited capacity to
provide sustainable welfare. The study extends theory in three ways overall. First, the welfare-penal
connection is also reinforced through organizational collaboration and biometric infrastructures that
make welfare subjects traceable. Second, ambiguity functions as a governing technique by
expanding frontline discretion and movement between protective and punitive classifications. Third,
empowerment individualizes poverty and recasts structural failure as family non-cooperation. Child
labour should therefore not be reduced to visible street presence or treated primarily as urban
disorder. It should instead be treated as a structural and legal issue, with family economic insecurity
addressed without conditioning support on behavioural conformity. Otherwise, well-intentioned
protective policies may reproduce inequality while extending surveillance, discipline, and
exclusion.

Observation Contribution:
This article is derived from the doctoral dissertation of the first author under the supervision of
the second author and the advisement of the third author.
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1 . Intensity sampling
2 . Variety sampling
3 . Critical sampling
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