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ABSTRACT

In contemporary legal systems, labor law has expanded beyond the traditional boundaries of private law and has become one
of the most important fields of state intervention and social justice. Although the relationship between employer and employee
is formally based on contract and mutual consent, the economic and social inequality between the parties necessitates legal
protection and public regulation. The purpose of this study is to examine the public aspects of labor law in the Islamic Republic
of Iran and to analyze the role of public institutions in regulating and supporting labor relations. This research was conducted
using a descriptive-analytical approach based on legal literature, labor law theories, and the provisions of Iranian labor
legislation. The findings indicate that Iranian labor law possesses a dual character. While it is founded upon the employment
contract, it simultaneously exhibits significant public law features through mandatory rules, protective policies, and extensive
governmental involvement. The Iranian Labor Law promotes public welfare and social order through the regulation of minimum
wages, working hours, occupational health and safety standards, protection of women and young workers, recognition of labor
and employer organizations, establishment of labor dispute resolution bodies, and implementation of legal sanctions.
Furthermore, the legislative branch plays a central role in enacting protective regulations, the executive branch is responsible
for enforcement and supervision, and the judiciary contributes to safeguarding workers’ rights through dispute resolution and
legal remedies. These institutional mechanisms collectively demonstrate the public nature of labor law in Iran. Nevertheless,
challenges such as the expansion of temporary employment contracts, informal labor markets, weaknesses in regulatory
enforcement, and the emergence of new forms of employment continue to affect the effectiveness of labor law. Overall,
strengthening legal enforcement, promoting social dialogue, and adapting labor regulations to evolving labor market conditions
can enhance the contribution of labor law to social justice, worker protection, and sustainable economic development.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study examines the public

dimensions of labor law in the Islamic
Republic of Iran, with particular emphasis on
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the manner in which labor relations have
moved beyond the private sphere of contract
and entered the domain of public regulation,
social justice, institutional governance, and
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state responsibility. In classical private law,
the employment relationship may initially
appear to be a contractual exchange between
two legally competent parties, in which the
worker provides labor and the employer pays
wages; however, the historical development of
labor law demonstrates that this formal
contractual image does not reflect the
substantive  inequality = embedded in
employment relations. The worker is usually
economically dependent on wage income,
while the employer controls capital, workplace
organization, recruitment, dismissal, and the
terms of production; therefore, the
employment contract cannot be understood
merely through the doctrine of freedom of
contract. The public character of labor law
arises precisely from this structural imbalance,
because the law must intervene to prevent the
stronger party from using contractual freedom
as a mechanism of domination. In this respect,
Iranian labor law reflects a broader
transformation in modern legal systems:
relations that once appeared private become
matters of public concern when they affect
social order, human dignity, economic
stability, and distributive justice (Katouzian,
2006). Theoretical labor law literature
similarly emphasizes that employment law
exists to correct the inequality of bargaining
power between labor and capital and to
transform the employment contract into a
regulated social institution rather than a
purely private bargain (Davies & Freedland,
1983). Accordingly, the research argues that
the Iranian Labor Law should be interpreted
not only as a set of rules governing individual
employment contracts, but also as a public
legal framework through which the state
defines minimum standards of work, protects
vulnerable workers, regulates the labor
market, and institutionalizes social
responsibility in the sphere of production.

Conceptually, the study is grounded in the
dual nature of labor law as a field located

between private law and public law. On the one
hand, the employment relationship begins
with contract, consent, and reciprocal
obligations; on the other hand, the content,
limits, and consequences of that contract are
shaped by mandatory rules, public policy,
administrative supervision, and judicial
enforcement. Iranian labor law defines the
worker as a person who performs work at the
request of the employer in return for
remuneration, which shows that the core of
the relationship is not merely the exchange of
labor for money, but also the worker’s legal
and economic subordination within an
organized workplace. This is why labor law
differs from ordinary civil contracts and from
self-employment: the worker does not act
independently in the market but performs
labor within the employer’s organizational and
economic sphere (Ranjbari, 2005). The study
therefore  distinguishes  between  the
contractual theory of labor law, which
emphasizes autonomy and freedom of
agreement, and the statutory or public theory,
which stresses state intervention, mandatory
protection, and correction of inequality.
Modern labor law scholarship supports the
latter view by demonstrating that labor law
does not abolish contract, but restructures it
through protective norms, collective rights,
and public standards (Deakin & Morris, 2012).
From this standpoint, the public aspects of
Iranian labor law are reflected in minimum
wage regulation, maximum working hours,
paid leave, occupational health and safety,
protection of women and young workers, labor
inspection, social security, dispute-resolution
institutions, trade union regulation, collective
bargaining, and penalties for violations. These
areas show that labor law is inseparable from
social rights, because decent work requires not
only employment, but also dignity, security,
fair income, social protection, and
participation in workplace governance (Ghai,
2003).



The historical and institutional development
of labor law in Iran further confirms its public
character. In earlier social and economic
structures, labor relations were often
organized through traditional, personal, guild-
based, or master-apprentice relations, but
industrialization, wage labor, factory
production, workers’ movements, and the
growth of state regulation gradually
transformed work into a public legal issue. The
emergence of modern labor legislation in Iran
was therefore not accidental; it reflected the
need to regulate expanding employment
relations, protect workers against exploitative
conditions, and create legal mechanisms for
managing industrial conflict. Iranian labor law
scholarship explains that the development of
labor law was closely connected to the
transformation of production relations and the
need to create legal protections for workers in
a changing economy (Araghi, 2008). After the
Islamic Revolution, expectations for a more
protective and socially oriented labor law
increased, and the Labor Law adopted in 1990
became the principal legal instrument for
regulating employment relations in the
Islamic Republic of Iran. The structure of this
law itself demonstrates its public orientation:
it contains provisions on general definitions,
employment contracts, working conditions,
technical protection and occupational health,
training and employment, labor and employer
organizations, collective agreements, welfare
services, dispute-resolution authorities, the
Supreme Labor Council, crimes, penalties, and
miscellaneous regulatory matters. Such
breadth shows that the Iranian Labor Law is
not limited to bilateral contractual rights and
duties; rather, it constructs a comprehensive
legal order for labor relations. Studies on the
Iranian labor market have nevertheless shown
that the effectiveness of this legal order
depends on its capacity to respond to
employment realities, economic change, and
the needs of both workers and employers

(Nobakht, 2010). Thus, the public dimension of
labor law must be evaluated not only by
examining statutory provisions, but also by
analyzing their implementation, institutional
capacity, and relationship with labor market
conditions.

The study identifies the three branches of
public authority as central actors in the
formation and realization of the public aspects
of labor law in Iran. The legislative branch
defines the mandatory framework of
employment relations by determining the
rights and duties of workers and employers,
establishing minimum protective standards,
recognizing  vulnerable  groups, and
criminalizing or  sanctioning  serious
violations. Its role is corrective and regulatory:
it limits contractual freedom where such
freedom would undermine human dignity,
occupational safety, fair remuneration, or
social justice. The executive branch is equally
important because labor rights cannot be
realized through legislation alone; they require
inspection, supervision, employment policy,
vocational training, labor market planning,
wage regulation, and  administrative
enforcement. The state is therefore not a
passive observer but an active regulator of
employment, especially in relation to
minimum wages, occupational safety, social
protection, and labor market services.
Research on labor law and employment in Iran
has emphasized that labor regulation must
remain responsive to changing economic
conditions and employment structures,
otherwise its protective function may be
weakened or displaced into informal labor
relations (Hojatzadeh, 2005). The judiciary
and specialized labor dispute-resolution
bodies constitute the third institutional pillar,
because rights without accessible, timely,
impartial, and enforceable remedies remain
largely declaratory. Labor disputes differ from
ordinary civil disputes because they involve
livelihood, job continuity, inequality of
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information, and urgency; therefore,
specialized mechanisms are necessary to
ensure effective protection. Comparative labor
law also stresses that labor standards require a
combination of individual rights, collective
institutions, public oversight, and
enforcement mechanisms (Collins et al., 2019).
Accordingly, the study argues that the public
character of Iranian labor law is strongest
where legislation, administration, inspection,
collective representation, and adjudication
operate together, and weakest where one of
these institutional elements fails.

The analysis also highlights several
substantive challenges that affect the public
function of Iranian labor law. One major
challenge is the gap between legal protection
and practical enforcement. The existence of
statutory rights does not guarantee real
protection if workers lack written contracts,
fear dismissal, remain uninsured, work in
informal settings, or cannot access effective
dispute-resolution = mechanisms. Another
challenge is the expansion of temporary
contracts and unstable employment, which
may legally fall within the scope of labor law
but practically weaken the worker’s bargaining
power and capacity to claim rights. The growth
of informal employment, small workshops,
subcontracting, platform-based work, and
digitally mediated labor further complicates
the traditional distinction between worker,
independent contractor, and employer.
Contemporary scholarship on the new
economy shows that many workers who
appear formally independent may still be
economically dependent on platforms,
algorithms, and unilateral managerial control
(Felstiner, 2011). Therefore, Iranian labor law
must be capable of adapting to new forms of
work without abandoning its protective
foundations. At the same time, regulation
must be designed carefully, because excessive
rigidity or poorly calibrated employment
protection may influence firms’® hiring,

innovation, and investment decisions (Francis
et al., 2018). This does not mean that labor
protections should be reduced, but rather that
they should be institutionally intelligent,
economically realistic, and socially grounded.
Strengthening labor inspection, improving
wage-setting mechanisms, supporting small
enterprises while preserving core worker
rights, clarifying the status of platform and
subcontracted workers, expanding legal
education, and reinforcing collective
representation are therefore essential to
making the public dimension of labor law
effective. Social bargaining and collective
participation are particularly significant, since
labor regulation becomes more legitimate and
realistic when workers, employers, and the
state participate in shaping labor standards
(Andreas, 2016).

In conclusion, the public aspects of labor law
in the Islamic Republic of Iran reveal that
employment relations cannot be reduced to
private contractual exchange. Labor law is a
public-social framework designed to balance
economic authority and human vulnerability,
protect workers’ dignity, regulate the labor
market, ensure workplace safety, support
social welfare, and provide mechanisms for
dispute resolution and collective participation.
The Iranian Labor Law contains important
protective capacities, but its effectiveness
depends on the quality of implementation,
institutional coordination, responsiveness to
new forms of work, and the strengthening of
participatory labor governance. A future-
oriented approach to labor law reform in Iran
should neither weaken worker protection in
the name of flexibility nor ignore the economic
realities faced by employers and small
enterprises. Instead, reform should be based
on a balanced model that preserves non-
derogable minimum standards, improves
enforcement, promotes formal employment,
strengthens social dialogue, adapts to
technological transformation, and links labor



regulation to broader policies of social justice
and sustainable economic development. In
this sense, the public character of labor law is
not merely a doctrinal classification; it is the
legal expression of society’s responsibility to
ensure that work remains a sphere of dignity,
security, fairness, and human development.
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