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Abstract

Introduction and Statement of the Problem

The spread of the 2019 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has harmed the uninsured,
temporary labor force, or those with an implied contract, who have struggled to find
work in the past decade of sluggish economic growth and high inflation. After twenty
years of metro development, the number of female vendors in Tehran's subway has
increased dramatically. As regards the informal economy in low- and middle-income
countries, women were more likely to work in the high-risk sector during the COVID-
19 crisis. The focus of this article is on vending women with the primary question:
"What is the narrative described by female subway vendors about working during the
COVID-19 pandemic and related issues?"

Research Background: Domestic studies have mostly concentrated on the state of
the labor market during the COVID-19 period as a whole, with little attention directed
to the effects of this pandemic on particularly vulnerable professions. However, studies
conducted elsewhere indicate that women are more likely than men to lose their jobs

during the COVID-19 outbreak. Women are extremely concerned about the current
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situation and COVID-19's impact on their lives and are more prone to mental illness and
fear than men. A variety of theoretical concepts, including those pertaining to gender
and the workplace, sexual harassment at work, poverty and social exclusion, social
capital, security, and perceived social security, have been taken into account in this
article.

Methodology

The research was carried out using thematic analysis. The research population consisted
of female vendors in Tehran's subway during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly its
earlier waves (2020). The data were saturated after conducting 21 interviews with
women. On-site, semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were utilized to collect data.

Findings

The most important themes of this article are sexual harassment and refuge in the
subway, women's fragile and vulnerable livelihoods, other people's contemptuous gazes,
constant arguments with officers, the benefits of working in the subway, and the double
challenges of vending women during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study's findings
indicate that COVID-19 exacerbated poverty and vulnerability, resulting in further job
and mental insecurity of women with informal occupations in the subway. A higher
likelihood of infection and engagement in the disease cycle, a rise in the treatment cost
for oneself and family, a rise in customer fear as a result of the perception that their
goods are contaminated, or a decrease in the use of the subway would lead to this
finding. This would cause a drop in sales and an uptick in the purchase of educational
equipment for children's online classes, leading to higher living expenses but lower
income on the part of vending women.

Many of these women's mental health has deteriorated to an unbearable point due to
the pandemic's constant threat of infection and the strains of paying for necessities such
as housing, food, and education in the midst of the country's economic crises and rising
inflation. The subway passengers' perception of them as disease-carrying subjects, a
farther distance from them, and the continuation of this type of look by surrounding
people and even their children have heightened the tensions of female subway retail
vendors. Prior to the pandemic, these social ties for women served as social capital,
which was highly effective in mitigating their problems. Due to financial difficulties
caused by paying installments or monthly rent, female subway
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vendors frequently return to work while ill, which increases the risk of
contracting the COVID-19 virus for both passengers and other vendors present on
the spot.

Discussion and Conclusion

he results of the study validate the application of the dual labor market theory in the
field of women's informal employment, particularly in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. On the one hand, there is a great deal of absenteeism and movement in these
jobs, as women are constantly seeking a safer and more secure workplace to avoid
harassment. They referred to the metro as a platform for their career advancement for a
variety of reasons, including a sense of security in the metro space, flexibility, and the
opportunity to save money to enhance their work outside this space. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, there has been no progress; rather, the situation has become more
fragile and complicated. As a result of reducing their working hours to care for sick
children or other family members, their income has decreased steadily. The study's
results indicate the "pervasive insecurity” and work instability of female subway
vendors.

A combination of factors, including socioeconomic status (i.e., low capital), the
volatility of the job market (relocation, job insecurity), the rising cost of living
(inflation), their limited access to health care, and the stress of the recent COVID-19
pandemic have contributed to this pervasive sense of insecurity. However, many
subway female vendors do not feel that their hopes and dreams for their personal lives,
families, and careers have been shattered by the COVID-19 pandemic and the
difficulties it has brought to their working lives. To this end, they consistently take
special initiatives in their professional and personal lives. With all of its difficulties and
dangers, vending in the subway has allowed them to escape social-moral damage,
disrespect, and the threatening external environment. Earning money, escaping absolute
poverty, and contributing to household and family expenses were the most important
functions of the women studied. Some of them viewed the subway as a safe platform

that could help them realize their career aspirations by reducing their expenses.

Keywords: Female vendors, subway, COVID-19.
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