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ABSTRACT

War, while disrupting the socio-emotional order of everyday interactions, can create
conditions for the emergence of new forms of collective togetherness. War, while disrupting
the socio-emotional order of everyday interactions, can create conditions for new forms of
collective togetherness. Focusing on the intensification of the divide between the state and
the people and the growing polarization of Iranian society, this study, drawing primarily on
Collins’s theory of interaction ritual chains and related concepts, examines togetherness
amid social ruptures and disruptions of everyday interaction among a heterogeneous
population. Methodologically, the study adopts an interpretive ethnographic approach
based on the researcher’s reflexive field notes from participant observation of nighttime
gatherings during the Ramadan War in Tehran. The data were analyzed thematically.
Themes emerged: liminality and the normalization of living through war through the
reconfiguration of the affective—interactional order; social atmosphere and the co-presence
of different worlds in war; from encounter to absence and spectatorship; togetherness and
the reconfiguration of urban spaces across diverse interactional situations; and ritual
atmosphere and moments of heightened affective intensity amid ritual density. The findings
suggest that togetherness is neither a stable condition nor an outcome of social
homogeneity, but a situated, temporary, and reconfigurable accomplishment emerging
through differentiated forms of co-presence, micro-interactions, spatial reconfigurations,
and ritual density. Thus, social plurality in crisis does not necessarily become unified
solidarity; rather, temporary possibilities for being together emerge amid existing distances
and differences.
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INTRODUCTION

War and foreign aggression as an external threat can bring members of society closer
by evoking feelings such as apprehension, insecurity, and fear and, through the
formation of an image of “us” versus “them,” can lead to the rearrangement of social
relations and the emergence of forms of solidarity and cohesion (Collins, 2004b).
From this perspective, war and crisis are not merely destructive experiences but can
provide opportunities to redefine social relations, collective boundaries, and feelings
of belonging. The social problem examined in this study is formulated around the
emergence of the nighttime gatherings of the “Ramadan War” following the US-
Israeli military attack on Iran in March 2026 as a form of solidarity, while, following
the violent confrontation between the state and protesters and the high number of
deaths in the January protests of the same year, Iranian society was witnessing a
deepening of social divisions and intensified polarization. These gatherings are
significant as a setting for sociological study because “Togetherness” following the
external military attack neither arose from individuals’ belonging to a pre-existing
“we” nor did participation in these gatherings eliminate their differences and
heterogeneity. Therefore, the study asks how the gatherings of the Ramadan War
became a setting for the formation of social-emotional Togetherness, and how this
temporary Togetherness was constructed through interactions among a diverse and
heterogeneous population.

The conceptual framework is grounded in Collins’s theory of “Interaction Ritual
Chains” (Collins, 2004a; 2014) and developed through the concepts of “liminal
hotspot” (Georgsen & Thomassen, 2017), “social atmosphere” (Hill, Canniford &
Eckhardt, 2022), “ritualized atmospheres” (Solomon, 2023), with an emphasis on the
recursive and nonlinear nature of ritual processes and situational dynamics, and
“ritual trajectories” (Vassenden et al., 2026). In this study, “Togetherness” refers to
the process of activating and temporarily formulating a “we” in a collective situation
despite social differences and heterogeneity, within a shared situation understood as
co-location or sharing time and space with others, and refers to any activity
undertaken together by individuals in proximity to one another, with strong or weak
ties (Thulin & Vilhelmson, 2025).Here, it refers to the formulation of a situational
“we” amid the rupture and crisis of war, a condition that more recent approaches to
“social unity” regard as based, in part, on shared backgrounds and attachments,
including national identity (Seving, 2022).

PURPOSE

The objective of this study is to understand how micro-level socio-emotional
interactional processes in the field gatherings of the Ramadan War enable temporary
forms of Togetherness among a diverse and heterogeneous population in a context of
political and social rupture between the state and the people and intensified
polarization in Iranian society.



METHODOLOGY

The methodological approach of this study is qualitative and interpretive
ethnography, understood as the interpretation of the actions, relationships, and
interactions among actors in the field. It also involves interpreting signs and social
situations through the researcher’s observation of actors and their interactions
(Emerson et al., 2011). The study field consists of the streets and squares of Tehran
where public gatherings took place. The method of collecting and producing field
data was participant observation, understood as immersion in the everyday lives of
those present at the gatherings (Creswell, 2012) and participation in their everyday
and spontaneous conversations, through more than 70 hours of presence, observation,
and field participation.

The analytical material consisted of reflective field notes recorded from the
gatherings in the form of scene reconstruction, with the analysis continuing until
theoretical sufficiency was reached, understood as achieving analytical richness of
the data and their capacity to reveal different forms and dimensions of Togetherness
across situations in the field (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Ethnographic analysis is an
interpretive process in which field evidence, spontaneous conversations, and abstract
thematic analysis focuses on scenes and social situations.

FINDINGS

The study of the research field using thematic analysis revealed four meaning patterns
or main themes: liminality and the normalization of living through war through the
reconfiguration of the affective—interactional order; social atmosphere and the co-
presence of different worlds in war, from encounter to absence and spectatorship;
togetherness and the reconfiguration of urban spaces across diverse interactional
situations; and ritual atmosphere and moments of heightened affective intensity amid
ritual density.

In the face of war and crisis, the familiar rules and orders of socio-emotional
interactions are disrupted; however, individuals gradually readjust socio-emotional
relations and reconstruct everyday practices under the abnormal conditions of war.
Crisis situations can create liminal situations in which habitual patterns of interaction
undergo change. By reducing presence in public spaces and limiting opportunities for
conversation, war temporarily transforms usual patterns of co-presence and everyday
communication and produces a liminal condition. Talking about the war, joking and
laughing, the return of livelihood activities, and the emergence of everyday
interactions in the metro and other public spaces are signs of the readjustment of
forms of presence and interaction under new conditions. Therefore, the nighttime
gatherings became part of the process of rearrangement and an opportunity for socio-
emotional interactions under conditions in which everyday patterns had been
disrupted.
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Within this reconfigured socio-emotional order, according to the findings, co-
presence in the fields of the nighttime gatherings did not take a uniform form and
encompassed a range from active and organized participation to occasional,
spectatorial presence and proximity without participation. This range shows that the
boundary between the inside and outside of the gathering in urban space is
multilayered and fluid. From this perspective, co-presence in a shared place cannot
be understood as equivalent participation or as placing all individuals in a shared
emotional situation. The fields where the gatherings and ceremonies took place are
multilayered spaces of co-presence and social interactions. The more central layer is
formed through the gathering of people around the stage and formal rituals; the
second encompasses micro-level socio-emotional interactional situations arising
from co-presence in queues for refreshments, conversations, jokes, and tensions; and
the third is a layer of the field in which such interactions are formulated at the
boundary between the inside and outside, or the center and margins, of the gathering.
Therefore, what takes shape in these fields is not a single and homogeneous
interactional situation, but a set of small and large, formal and informal, organized
and spontaneous situations that, alongside one another, rearrange the space of the
gatherings. It is through this plurality of interactional situations and forms of presence
that possibilities of Togetherness emerge across different levels of the gathering.

In general, Togetherness cannot be reduced merely to co-location or participation
in a shared activity; rather, it relates to mutual attention and joint action under certain
conditions, as well as the possibility of temporarily forming relationships with others.
The rearrangement of urban space occurs not only through changes in the function of
space but also through the multiplication of situations in which individuals, through
different forms of participation, come to be alongside one another for short periods
and form diverse forms of Togetherness. Thus, Togetherness emerges not as a
uniform condition of co-presence, but as a situated and temporary possibility that
takes shape across the diverse interactional situations through which the urban space
of the gatherings is continually rearranged.

CONCLUSION

The analytical findings show that the nighttime gatherings of the Ramadan War
cannot be understood as homogeneous gatherings or as emerging from pre-existing
solidarity, because participants differ in their forms of presence, levels of
participation, spatial positions, social worlds, and emotions, and these differences
also change across situations within the gatherings. Under such conditions,
Togetherness is shaped less as a result of pre-existing commonalities than through
shared presence, interaction, focused attention, rituals, and the temporary
rearrangement of social relations.



In dialogue with the theoretical-conceptual framework of the study, the findings
show that Togetherness in the gatherings of the Ramadan War is not a direct outcome
of co-presence, shared attention, and affective intensification; rather, these elements
create different pathways for its formation across different spatial and social contexts.
The liminal condition arising from the crisis of war and military attack, the spatial
organization of the field, and the interweaving of bodies, spaces, and emotions
transform the social and ritual atmosphere. Moreover, in the same situations, different
emotions shaped by shared foci of attention can emerge within a collective situation
for a short period. Therefore, the ritual process is not necessarily linear, and the sense
of Togetherness can be intensified, weakened, and readjusted across different
situations. From this perspective, Togetherness is distinct from solidarity and can
encompass forms of co-location, being alongside others, watching, brief interaction,
temporary coordination, and, in some situations, solidarity.

NOVELTY

The conceptual contribution of this study lies in shifting the analytical focus from
“solidarity” to the “possibility of forming Togetherness” under conditions of rupture
and heterogeneous plurality. Rather than being a stable condition or a consequence of
social homogeneity, Togetherness is a situated, temporary, and reconfigurable
achievement that takes shape through different forms of co-presence, micro-level
interactions, the rearrangement of space, and ritual density, and may be intensified,
weakened, or dispersed as situations change. Thus, it is not the opposite of rupture but
one of the social ways of living through conditions of rupture. In times of crisis, social
plurality does not necessarily turn into unified solidarity; rather, amid existing distances
and differences, temporary possibilities for being together may emerge. Empirically,
the study demonstrates how this possibility of Togetherness is produced and
reconfigured across heterogeneous forms of co-presence, interactional situations,
spatial arrangements, and ritual practices in the nighttime gatherings of Tehran during
war.
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2. Physical/Bodily co-presence
3. Group assembly

4. Collective Effervescence

5. Emotional Energy
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1. Solidarity

2. Symbols of group membership
3. Moral sentiments / standards
4. Georgsen & Thomassen

5. Liminal hotspot

6. Social atmosphere
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1. Ritualized atmospheres
2. Vassenden

3. Ritual trajectories

4. Togetherness
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