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ABSTRACT

Studies in the field of religion and women consider the emancipation of women from
the structure of patriarchy and the challenge of the beliefs and interpretations of
traditional Islam to belong to the upper class and elite of society. In this study, this
question arises whether traditional pious women of the lower classes also can re-
interpret religion in their everyday lives? How do these women, without knowing the
sources of religious intellectualism, re-interpret traditional religion, and practically
apply it in their lives? For this study, in-depth semi-structured interviews with
traditional pious women in Ankara and Tehran were used. The results of this study
show that women have not only used religion as a tool to expand their empowerment
opportunities, but they have challenged traditional Islam and the interpretations that
have tried to suppress them with the help of patriarchy for long years. They have
inadvertently opened the space for the entry of religious intellectualism thoughts into
their practical everyday life. Indirect opposition to the laws that have a
jurisprudential basis has caused: firstly, women to go beyond the stage of resistance,
and secondly, this opposition as intangible struggles has been able to change aspects
of their lives, and eventually, it shows a more concrete view of Islam's equality
towards women.
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INTRODUCTION

Studies on religion and women attribute the emancipation of women from the
structure of patriarchy and the challenge of traditional Islamic interpretations to the
upper class and the elites of society. On the other hand, women's agency is a
particularly interesting phenomenon to study because agency is usually defined
through intention and independence, and these are characteristics that are not
typically used to describe religious women. But little is known about women’s
agency in the Middle East, despite frequent references to women’s
disempowerment. This study focuses on the agency of traditional Muslim women
belonging to the lower economic classes with low education, and argues that they
act as active, creative, and richer forces than has been said in previous narratives. .

We understand the agency of subaltern women through the normal experiences
of their lives to combat masculine values and traditional patriarchal interpretations.
The ordinary in the everyday lives of women has acted as a practical interpretation
of the new religiosity.

Findings show that there is insufficient knowledge about the meanings of women’s
agency for women living in conservative non-western regions esp. the Middle East.
Such regions adhere to a variety of norms and values that may be different from
Western cultures, such as different gender roles, and perceptions of what is
considered appropriate for women. Current women’s agency does not fully depend
on context specificity, historical influences, and the patriarchal field of their life.
Maybe the reason for distinction and unconventional form of their agency is just
because they don’t fit into our prevailing categories and conceptual imagination.

PURPOSE

the major aim of this paper is to highlight the multi-faceted agency of women in the
Middle East. This research is in line with the views of Saba Mahmoud, who does not
consider religion as a means of oppressing women. This article, however, goes beyond
Mahmoud's ideas. On the other hand, contrary to what Mir Hosseini and Friedel
argue about the impact of women's social status on the interpretation and use of
religion, it shows pious traditional Muslim women have not only used religion as a
tool to expand their empowerment opportunities (Fridle, 1994), but they have
challenged traditional interpretations of Islam that have suppress them with the help
of patriarchy for long years. From Mir Hosseini's point of view, challenging traditional
Islam and patriarchy is reserved for elite and minority women with higher
education.(Mir-Hosseini, 2006).

Furthermore, in this study, this question arises whether pious traditional Muslim
women of the lower classes also can re-interpret religion in their daily lives? How do
these women, without knowing the sources of religious intellectualism, re-interpret
traditional religion, and practically apply it in their practical life?



METHODOLOGY

For obtaining a direct, firsthand experience and an accurate description of the
agency in traditional Muslim women’s everyday life, using a qualitative approach
with a focus on thematic analysis. Data has been collected by direct observation and
semi-structured interviews with 50 women in Tehran and Ankara and focus on the
meaning and interpretation of what the participants said. This study adds to the
literature by using in-depth cognitive interviews to understand the interpretations
of and motivations for responding to the women’s agency among married women
both employee and unemployed in a conservative, non-Western context. We tried
to encourage women to express their own opinions.

To select the participants, purposeful sampling and—due to the sensitivity of the
issue and the samples—the snowball method is used. The sample size in this study
depends on when data saturation was being reached.

RESULT AND CONCLUSION

By exploring the lives of lower-middle-class traditional- pious Muslim Women in the
Middle East, with an emphasis on women in Ankara and Tehran the results of this
study show that pious traditional Muslim women have not only these women often
did not think and act regarding social, cultural, traditional, and religious expectations
as an obedient, passive, and submissive personality but they look for redistribution of
their facilities and opportunities and also gaining internal independence while they
are conscious of what is going on in their current situation.

Furthermore, they do not use religion as a tool to expand their empowerment
opportunities, but they have challenged traditional Islam and the interpretations
that have tried to suppress them with the help of patriarchy. They have
inadvertently opened the space for the entry of religious intellectualism thoughts
into their practical everyday life. Indirect opposition to the laws that have a
jurisprudential basis has caused: firstly, women to go beyond the stage of resistance,
and secondly, this opposition as intangible struggles has been able to change aspects
of their lives, and eventually, it shows a more concrete view of Islam's equality
towards women.

NOVELTY

This study also is novel, as to our knowledge, no other studies of cognitive processes
have been undertaken in the Middle East to understand pious traditional Muslim
women’s agency related to Religion and female agency of the lower classes.
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