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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
. Industrial development in rural Iran has often been presented through
Type of Article: Research employment, investment, production, and regional growth, while the everyday
experience of communities living beside large industrial complexes has received less
Article history: attention. This article examines how residents of Sarv, a village in Ardakan County,
Yazd Province, experience living alongside industrial development. The study is
Received 25 July 2026 necessary because industrial transformation has altered livelihoods, resources,

. environmental conditions, health concerns, local power relations, and patterns of
Revised 27 August 2026 . . S . .
belonging. The main research question is: How do residents of Sarv experience and
Accepted 29 August 2026 interpret coexistence with industrial development? Two subsidiary questions address
changes in livelihood, employment, and health, and how power relations shape the
distribution of development’s benefits and costs and residents’ responses. The study

uses critical ethnography and is based on ten months of fieldwork between October

Keywords: 2024 and July 2025. Data were generated through participant observation, in-depth
Critical ethnography, and semi-structured interviews, informal conversations, and field notes, and were
In-betweenness, coded and analyzed in Atlas.ti. The findings show that industry occupies an
Industrial development, ambivalent position in village life. It provides employment, income security,
Political-social economy of pollution, opportunities to remain in the village, and new economic possibilities, while also
Resistance. being associated with water degradation, air pollution, dust from concentrate and iron

particles, concerns about illness, changes in agriculture, and social transformation.
Residents’ responses do not form a unified opposition to industry. They move among
protest, negotiation, claims for compensation and Sarvices, persistence,
accommodation, and attempts to redefine relations with industrial actors. Industrial
migration has also unsettled boundaries between local and newcomer, Shi‘i and
Sunni, and Iranian and Afghan, especially in the village school. The article develops
the concept of a political-social economy of pollution to show how pollution becomes
embedded in livelihood dependence, institutional relations, moral claims, local
power, and everyday practices. Pollution therefore cannot be understood only as a
physical externality of industrial production; it is also socially organized, politically
negotiated, and incorporated into the conditions through which people continue to
live.
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Introduction

Industrial development has transformed many rural areas of Iran by bringing large-scale
investment, employment, infrastructure, and new economic opportunities into places previously
marked by limited employment and out-migration. Yet industrial expansion also reorganizes the
social and environmental conditions of everyday life. Villages located close to mines, steel plants,
pelletizing factories, and power facilities may experience changes in water resources, agriculture,
health, settlement patterns, social relations, and local identities at the same time that industrial
employment becomes an important source of household security. Existing research in Iran has
documented economic, social, and environmental consequences of industrial and development
projects, while international ethnographic studies have emphasized that development is culturally
interpreted and locally reworked. Less attention has been given to how rural residents experience
these processes simultaneously, particularly where dependence on industry makes a simple
opposition between development and local community inadequate.

Sarv provides a revealing case. Located in the Yazd-Ardakan plain and less than one kilometer
from the Chador Malu industrial complex, the village has been incorporated into an expanding
industrial landscape. The growth of mining, pelletizing, steel production, and power generation has
changed employment patterns and strengthened the connection between household livelihoods and
industrial activity. At the same time, residents describe declining water quality, dust and air
pollution, concerns about health, changes in agriculture, and the arrival of migrant workers. The
village thus becomes a setting in which economic opportunity and environmental risk are
experienced together.

This study asks: How do residents of Sarv experience and interpret coexistence with industrial
development? It further examines how industrialization has altered livelihood, employment, and
health, and how power relations shape the distribution of development’s benefits and costs and
residents’ responses. The study has no formal hypothesis because it follows a critical ethnographic
and interpretive design. Its objective is to reconstruct development from everyday life and to
explain how residents act within the constraints and opportunities produced by industrial expansion.
The research is significant because it moves beyond measuring development through investment or
employment and examines how its material and political consequences become embedded in local
social life. It argues that understanding industrial development requires attention to both structures
of power and the practical, moral, and relational ways through which people make continued life
possible. The study also contributes to debates on environmental justice by linking environmental
burdens to the unequal capacity of local actors to influence decisions about industrial expansion and
resources.

Discussion
The findings reveal five interconnected dimensions of industrial transformation in Sarv. First,
industry changed the horizon of livelihood. In a context of unemployment and out-migration, the
arrival of factories was associated with hope, stable employment, higher wages, and the possibility
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of remaining near family. Industrial work subsequently became woven into kinship networks,
household futures, housing decisions, and local definitions of economic success. This attachment
helps explain why residents’ concerns about pollution do not translate into a consistent rejection of
industry.

Second, industrial development has become part of a local political economy. Residents describe
connections among industrial companies, administrative institutions, local political actors,
infrastructure provision, employment, water supply, and corporate social responsibility. The phrase
“the pelletizing plant has a hand everywhere,” used by a local participant, captures the perception
that industrial power extends beyond the factory itself. Access to water and the distribution of
benefits therefore become questions of political influence and bargaining.

Third, pollution is experienced materially and socially. Residents describe changes in the village
qanat, dust settling on homes and crops, worsening air quality, and growing concerns about
respiratory problems and cancer. The ethnographic material does not establish a causal relationship
between industrial pollution and particular diseases; residents themselves remain uncertain and
invoke heredity, fate, and other explanations. What is clear is that pollution has become part of how
people interpret the present and imagine the future of the village.

Fourth, local action is better understood as shifting among protest, negotiation, persistence,
accommodation, and claims for a share of benefits than as a single form of resistance. Conflicts
over wells illustrate this movement. Residents sometimes blocked projects or protested, but they
also negotiated water, employment, and financial benefits. Such practices reflect limited room for
direct confrontation and continued dependence on industry.

Fifth, industrial migration has altered local boundaries. The presence of Baluch families has
created distinctions between “local” and “non-local,” while the school has become a shared space
where these boundaries are reproduced and unsettled. Children’s interactions sometimes make
identities more fluid than adult discourse suggests.

Taken together, these findings support the concept of a political-social economy of pollution.
Pollution persists not simply because it is normalized, but because it becomes entangled with
employment, development narratives, institutional dependence, moral obligations, local identity,
and bargaining over resources. These dimensions are mutually reinforcing processes through which
industrial development becomes part of the social organization of the village.

Conclusion
This study shows that industrial development in Sarv cannot be understood either as an economic
success story or as a straightforward process of environmental dispossession. Its significance lies in
the coexistence of opportunities and harms within the same social field. Industry has provided
employment, income, infrastructure, and a basis for remaining in the village, while industrial
expansion has also intensified pressures on water, air, agriculture, health, and local social relations.

The ethnographic evidence complicates the idea of resistance. Residents are neither passive
recipients of industrial development nor a unified oppositional community. Their actions shift
according to the issue at stake, the actors involved, and the room available for negotiation. They
protest, block projects, pursue administrative channels, bargain for water and employment, seek
compensation and local benefits, and sometimes accommodate industrial expansion. These practices
are forms of practical agency through which residents attempt to preSarve life.



294 A Critical Ethnography of Industrial Development in Sarv Village

The study’s central contribution is the formulation of the concept of the political-social economy
of pollution. In Sarv, pollution is not only a material substance distributed through air, water, soil,
and bodies. It is also organized through economic dependence, institutional relationships, political
bargaining, and moral narratives. Industrial employment can make criticism of industry costly;
corporate assistance can create mutual dependence; development and national-interest narratives
can make opposition morally difficult; and struggles over pollution can become part of local
political competition. Pollution therefore becomes a social and political condition.

The concept of in-betweenness further shows how industrial transformation changes local
belonging. The arrival of migrant workers has introduced distinctions such as local/non-local and
Shi‘i/Sunni, while spaces such as the school allow these distinctions to be reproduced, negotiated,
and sometimes unsettled. Identity is consequently not simply inherited from the past; it is
continually reconstructed through encounters with changing social conditions.

More broadly, the case of Sarv suggests that rural industrialization should be studied from within
the lived worlds it transforms. Employment figures, production, and environmental indicators
remain important, but they cannot explain why harmful conditions persist, why residents continue
to depend on industrial activity, or how people negotiate contradictory demands. A critical
ethnographic perspective makes these tensions visible and shows that sustaining social life in an
industrially transformed environment involves interpretation, negotiation, adaptation, and claims-
making. The political-social economy of pollution captures this process and connects environmental
harm with livelihood, power, morality, identity, and the struggle to make life livable.
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