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Abstract

This research examines the lives of Afghan migrants in the Damgostar livestock farming complex,
located in southern Tehran province. Using a qualitative approach and an ethnographic methodology,
the researcher collected data through immersion in the lives of two Afghan families and a single
individual employed at the dairy farm. The findings indicate that the migrants have established a parallel
system through informal economic mechanisms, which rests on three main pillars: modern patron-client
relationships, a resistance economy, and the reproduction of cultural capital. The study suggests that the
migrants have adapted to challenging conditions through creative and selective adaptation strategies.
Female migrants, in particular, play a crucial role in the development of "social capital" and participation
in economic activities. Additionally, the female body is regarded as a political text—both a restricted
and controlled domain and a tool for everyday resistance. Educational and health challenges for children
and women, especially with regard to accessing medical services and educational opportunities, are key
issues addressed in the research. Kinship networks are also vital in supporting migrants and facilitating
their adaptation to new circumstances. Ultimately, the research provides policy recommendations, such
as formalizing parallel economic systems and establishing mobile health centers.

Kewords: Afghan migrants, resistance economy, cultural capital, structured marginalization, kinship
relations, informal livelihood.
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Background and Purpose

Migration, as a complex and multidimensional phenomenon, profoundly impacts the social, economic, and cultural
structures of both origin and destination societies. Iran, as one of the primary host countries for Afghan migrants,
has a long history of coexistence with this population. The prolonged presence of Afghan migrants in Iran,
especially among successive generations, has led to the development of unique patterns of informal livelihoods
that have received limited scholarly attention. Informal livelihoods represent a space of resilience and adaptation,
where migrants sustain their lives through parallel economic mechanisms and informal networks. A variety of
factors—including legal restrictions, limited access to formal labor markets, economic pressures, and social
discrimination—push migrants toward informal ways of living. Over time, this informality becomes embedded in
their lifestyle. The Dalgan dairy farm complex, one of the largest milk production centers in Iran, hosts a significant
number of Afghan migrant families. This study aims to examine the different dimensions of informal livelihoods
among Afghan migrants in this settlement, including economic strategies, family power structures, educational
and health challenges, and the role of support networks in facilitating their adaptation.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a qualitative approach with an ethnographic orientation. Primary data collection methods
include participant observation and in-depth interviews. The research was conducted at the "Dairy Cattle Farming
and Industrial Livestock Complex," commonly known as the Dalgan Dairy Farm Complex (Damgostar), located
in Hasanabad Fashafuyeh, southern Tehran Province. Approximately 3,000 people are directly employed at this
complex, while around 10,000 others are indirectly involved. Within each of the 226 livestock units in the complex,
one or more Afghan migrant families reside, depending on the size and livestock capacity. This study specifically
focuses on two Afghan families living within the complex. Data were collected through the researcher’s
continuous, three-month presence in the field, living in close proximity to the studied families. During this period,
the researcher engaged in the families’ daily activities through participant observation and recorded detailed notes.
Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis, and the credibility of findings was enhanced through
triangulation of data obtained from observation, interviews, and documentary sources. Throughout the research
process, ethical considerations were rigorously followed, including obtaining informed consent from participants,
maintaining anonymity through pseudonyms, respecting cultural norms and privacy, and avoiding any form of
exploitation related to the research context.

Findings

This section presents an analysis of the key research findings regarding the informal livelihoods of Afghan
migrants. These findings encompass various dimensions, including economic conditions, the status of children
and women, family power structures, and the characteristics of household life within this population. The review
aims to provide a detailed understanding of the challenges, opportunities, and living conditions faced by Afghan
migrants in Iran—individuals who play a significant role in the country's social and economic fabric. This section
examines thematic topics such as employment, wages, education, health, leisure time, kinship networks, and shifts
in power dynamics within the family.

Discussion
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This study explores the informal livelihoods of Afghan migrant families residing in the Damgostar dairy farming
complex in southern Tehran province. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork and thematic analysis, it reveals that
these migrants have developed a resilient and adaptive socio-economic system—referred to as "marginal
capitalism"—which operates outside formal structures yet plays a crucial role in their survival and adaptation. This
system is based on three key components: modern patron-client relationships, horizontal kinship networks, and
alternative financial mechanisms. Together, these form a parallel economy that enables migrants to navigate
structural exclusion while generating value and sustaining livelihoods.

The research also highlights significant transformations in family power dynamics. Men maintain traditional roles
based on physical capital, such as labor skills and physical strength, but face limitations, such as early exhaustion
and occupational immobility. Women, despite engaging in invisible domestic and agricultural labor, develop new
forms of agency through relational capital, gaining influence within the family and creating spaces for relative
autonomy. Meanwhile, children are positioned at the center of social mobility strategies, with families investing
heavily in education as a path to upward mobility. However, institutional barriers and under-resourced schools
present serious obstacles to this aspiration. Importantly, the study reframes the concept of marginality—not as
passivity or victimhood—but as an active process involving resistance, adaptation, and institution-building.
Migrants engage in everyday forms of resistance by redefining power relations, blending tradition with innovation,
and developing parallel systems of support. Based on these findings, several policy recommendations are
proposed: formalizing parallel economic systems through targeted entrepreneurship programs, establishing mobile
health clinics, expanding bilingual education, and designing vocational training that aligns with local labor market
needs.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the informal livelihoods of Afghan migrants are far from passive conditions of deprivation. Rather,
they represent complex networks of resilience, negotiation, and creativity, underscoring the need for more
inclusive and context-sensitive migration policies.
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