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Abstract Original Article

Background and Aim: In the contemporary era, the participation of women in the labor market, particularly within
manufacturing sectors, has increased significantly. Concurrently, various dimensions of workplace inequalities and
professional challenges persist for female workers. This study aims to explore the employment experiences of women
within manufacturing factories and workshops.

Data and Method: A qualitative approach using descriptive phenomenology was adopted for this study. Data were
gathered through semi-structured interviews with 14 female workers, continuing until theoretical saturation was
achieved. The collected data were analysed using thematic analysis and Colaizzi’s method.

Findings: The findings focus on four main themes: 1) experiences of wage discrimination and non-discrimination, 2)
types of violence, 3) exploitation, and 4) alienation. Female workers face unique challenges, which include wage
disparities, various forms of violence (psychological, verbal, sexual, physical, and hazardous working conditions),
exploitation, and a sense of alienation from both their work and colleagues. A pronounced divergence was observed in
women’s experiences between large factories and small workshops. Factories tend to have a more formalised
structured environment with greater regulatory oversight, while workshops often reflect informal settings
characterized by low payroll transparency, dependence on personal networks, and more severe gender discrimination.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that structural differences between workshop and factory settings shape diverse
occupational experiences for women. While some participants reported no wage discrimination or job alienation, the
experience of exploitation emerged as a pervasive, shared phenomenon across both settings.

Keywords: Private Enterprises, Lived Experience, Workplace Challenges, Employed Women, Kheirabad Industrial
Park.

Key Message: Women's occupational experiences in manufacturing enterprises are deeply shaped by organizational
structures; while factories with more formal oversight reduce workplace challenges, workshops—due to informal
relationships and a lack of transparency—exhibit higher wage discrimination and exploitation.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The entry of women into the labor market in Iran, particularly within the private industrial

sector, has precipitated complex transformations in the gendered division of labor and socio-
cultural roles. As Iranian women increasingly pursue higher education and active engagement
in the public sphere, they encounter profound contradictions between traditional patriarchal
norms and emerging socio-economic demands. Despite the empowerment ostensibly derived
from employment, female workers continue to face systemic barriers, including gender-based
wage gaps, occupational segregation, deficient legal protections, and workplace precarity.
These challenges are especially pronounced within informal or semi-formal industrial
settings, where regulatory oversight is weak and patriarchal relationships dominate
organizational culture. Theoretical frameworks—including Marxist critique, socialist
feminism, and intersectional analyses—posit that the structural subordination of women in
capitalist economies is perpetuated through both economic exploitation and cultural
domination. Within this framework, the lived experiences of employed women serve as a
critical empirical lens through which the intersecting contradictions of gender, labor, and
power can be examined.

Methods and Data

This study employed a qualitative research ‘design based on phenomenological
methodology to explore the lived experiences of female workers within the private industrial
sector. The participant comprised 14 married women currently employed with a minimum of
one year of work experience in private workshops or factories located in Kheyrabad
Industrial Town, Varamin. The participants held diverse occupational roles, including
packaging, sewing, accounting, and quality control, and were selected via purposive sampling
based on strictly defined inclusion criteria. Data collection was conducted through semi-
structured, in-depth interviews, which proceeded until data saturation was achieved. Data
analysis followed Colaizzi’'s phenomenological method, encompassing the systematic
extraction of significant statements, the formulation of meanings, and the development of
thematic clusters. The interpretive framework drew upon critical social theories—specifically
those addressing alienation, class inequality, and gender-based labor exploitation—thereby
enabling a nuanced interpretation of the narratives and contextualizing them within macro-
level socio-economic structures.

Findings

The study reveals that women employed within private-sector industrial units face
multidimensional ~ workplace challenges encompassing economic, psychosocial,
organisational, and gendered dimensions. Participants reported systemic wage
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discrimination, wherein they execute tasks equivalent to or more demanding than those of
their male counterparts yet receiving lower pay. This disparity is often reinforced by informal
employment arrangements and inadequate legal protections, reflecting the structural
reproduction of gender hierarchies. From the perspective of feminist labour theory, these
dynamics represent structural outcomes of patriarchal capitalism, wherein women’s
economic dependence perpetuates male dominance across both domestic and professional
spheres.

Furthermore, participants endured distinct forms of symbolic and structural violence,
including verbal humiliation, sexual harassment, and psychological coercion, which were
particularly acute within small, male-dominated workshops. Efforts to challenge such
mistreatment were routinely met with threats of retaliatory dismissal, underscoring the
critical absence of institutional safeguards, such as formal grievance mechanisms or gender-
sensitive management paradigms.

Concurrently, exploitative labor practices manifested pervasively, characterized by unpaid
overtime, excessive physical exertion, and the appropriation of emotional labor framed as
“team spirit” or organizational loyalty. These practices align closely with Marxian
conceptualizations of surplus value extraction—maximizing labor output with minimal
compensation—thereby compromising both the physiological and psychological well-being of
female workers.

Additionally, women reported a profound sense of alienation from both the labor process
and their peers, describing their tasks as monotonous and socially isolating. Conversely,
larger, bureaucratized factories equipped with formalized HR protocols provided more
inclusive environments, thereby mitigating alienation and fostering informal support
networks. These findings underscore that workplace exploitation is shaped by the
intersection of economic, social, and gendered configurations, highlighting the pivotal role of
institutional design and managerial practices in shaping women’s labor trajectories.

Conclusion and Discussion

This study explored the lived experiences of women employed within private
manufacturing enterprises in the Kheyrabad Industrial Town of Varamin, elucidating the
structural, institutional, and gendered challenges embedded in their work environments.
Drawing from critical theoretical frameworks—specifically Marxist formulations of
exploitation and alienation alongside socialist feminist analyses of gendered power
hierarchies—the research illuminates the intricate intersection between subjective lived
experiences and systemic inequalities.
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The findings reveal that while wage discrimination, occupational segregation, and
multidimensional violence (comprising psychological, sexual, verbal, and physical) are
pervasive, these phenomena manifest heterogeneously contingent on the degree of workplace
formality. Women within informal workshops confront intensified exploitation, wage opacity,
and patriarchal micropolitics; conversely, those in formalized factories benefit from relatively
institutionalized protections and egalitarian practices. Nonetheless, even within regulated
spaces, emotional labor, protracted work hours, and structural vulnerabilities persist.

The phenomenon of alienation—operationalized through detachment from the product,
estrangement from coworkers, and a deficit of autonomy within labor processes—is salient
across both factory and workshop contexts, albeit shaped by distinct organizational cultures
and individual social capital. Notably, several participants conceptualized employment as a
psychological sanctuary from domestic stressors, demonstrating the dialectical duality of
labor as a locus of both subjugation and partial emancipation.

Crucially, this research challenges the totalizing assumptions of classical feminist theories
by demonstrating that women’s experiences are non-monolithic and deeply contingent on
organizational architecture, personal agency, and intersubjective relations. While exploitation
emerged as the most consistent and unifying thematic thread, its empirical manifestations are
mediated by class, gender, age, and marital status. These insights underscore the necessity of
intersectional and context-sensitive paradigms within labor sociology, while advocating for
targeted policy interventions to mitigate the gendered precarity characterizing Iran’s private
industrial sector.
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