Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4), 103-130, Winter 2026

Larijani, M., Kamali, A., & Modiri, M. (2026). Investigating the contexts of women's agency
Formation in single-gender religious gatherings. Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4), 103-
130. doi: 10.22035/jicr.2026.3348.3615

https://doi.org/10.22035/jicr.2026.3348.3615 URL: https://www.jicr.ir/article_556.html
2008-1847 / © The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper

Investigating the contexts of women's agency
Formation in single-gender religious gatherings

Mabhsa Larijani'*, Afsane Kamali’, Mersedeh Modiri®

Received: Mar. 8,2025;  Accepted: Jul. 12, 2025

ABSTRACT

Short Urban spaces become successful places when they can be the product of collective
actions by people and play a role in shaping them. The concept of the “third space” is an
innovative approach that emphasizes space, the formation of social phenomena,
diversification of everyday life, interaction with peers, and perception of one’s position,
revealing the production of urban space. Women, by participating in religious gatherings,
fulfill the need for “being together” in a place where there is a collective consciousness of
“fulfilling religious duties” and produce their social communication spaces in conformity
with official beliefs and socially defined values. This research employed a qualitative
approach using grounded theory methodology. The target population included 11 women
who participated as either promoters or attendees of religious gatherings and were
purposively selected. The findings show that women are not passive toward urban spaces
and continuously create their own meanings. By positioning themselves within a spatial
structure compatible with the official value system, they reproduce conventional beliefs

and demonstrate their agency through selecting different types of religious gatherings.
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INTRODUCTION

Women’s participation in gender-specific religious ceremonies and gatherings
reflects their concerns about creating a humane feminine environment and
establishing mechanisms to address problems, find solutions, and reduce their
personal and social tensions (Pourtaghi, Sheikh al-Islami, Khormaei, & Hossein
Chari, 2021). The reason for this is that the constructed actions lead to their unity
(Hosseini, Rezaei, & Bondar Abadi, 2024). On the other hand, engaging with
religious teachings and rituals, as a form of leisure activity, is considered a type of
cultural consumption (Safari Shali, 2022). These women do not relinquish their
agency; instead, they construct or reproduce their own power within desirable social
frameworks.

PURPOSE

In such a setting, the perception of shared experiences among women participating
in these gatherings—including their inclinations, challenges, and efforts to
overcome them—shapes a lifestyle aligned with the normative currents of society.
This is because, according to the findings of Yaghoubi (2017), religious gatherings
contribute to the promotion of customs and traditions. Sarkhosh’s (2015) research
also indicates that these assemblies strengthen emotions, human values, and
spiritual moderation, as well as promote enlightenment. Therefore, the aim of the
present study is to explore the processes of women’s agency in the context of
gender-specific religious gatherings and to address questions related to their
perception of this phenomenon, its causes and contexts, and the goals and strategies
women adopt for participating in such gatherings.

METHODOLOGY

To formulate and connect the information generated in this field, a grounded
theory approach was employed. The data collection technique consisted of semi-
structured interviews. First, the validity of the interview questions was confirmed by
several experts, and then the interviews began with broad, open-ended questions.
Each interview was transcribed immediately afterward and, following several
readings, was returned to the interviewee for confirmation. After the participant’s
approval, open coding was conducted. The open codes, derived from responses to
the interview questions, were categorized based on conceptual similarities,
interactions, and outcomes; these categories were expanded through additional
interviews, with new categories added as they emerged. The target population for
the study comprised women who were members of religious gatherings in districts
1,4, 8, 15, and 13 of Tehran.



FINDINGS

The core of the study was the agency of women and the continuity of religious
practices. Categories related to the motives and reasons for participation in religious
gatherings included feelings of belonging to the space, diversification of everyday
life, civic participation, and knowledge enhancement. These were realized through
personal strategies such as engaging in side programs, lifestyle representation, and
reflecting political orientations, which had psychological, social, educational, and
economic consequences. Categories related to the context of this third space
included familiarity with religious gatherings from childhood, religious beliefs,
availability of leisure time and unemployment, existence of messenger groups for
religious gatherings, and intervening conditions such as lack of space compatible
with beliefs, everyday routine, and problem-solving.

CONCLUSION

Women are not passive in relation to urban spaces; rather, they constantly create their
own meanings. By situating themselves within a spatial structure aligned with the
formal value system, they engage in reproducing the established and prescribed
beliefs. These women regard religion as a means of breaking free from daily routines
and imbuing their lives with meaning—serving as a response to the broader issues of
life.Given these considerations and based on the findings of the present study, another
result emerges: the way women choose to participate and exercise agency in this “third
space” varies according to age and education level. It appears that attendance at
religious gatherings by older participants is primarily driven by alignment with
traditional culture and as a form of leisure consumption, whereas for educated
individuals and those who have not yet reached middle age, participation is aimed at
increasing awareness and fostering personal growth. Although this finding is
presented merely as a hypothesis, it requires further investigation.

NOVELTY

Although research conducted within Iran has highlighted the obstacles to women’s
agency, it has rarely examined how women’s agency is shaped through participation in
these gatherings. Such studies have discussed women’s motivations and objectives for
attending religious meetings—encompassing psychological and social outcomes—yet
they have not offered a conceptual model or extended existing theories. Accordingly,
this study is necessary for achieving a deeper understanding of these spaces.
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