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Abstract

This study explores the lived experiences of subaltern women in relation to their
participation in Iran’s 2024 presidential election, using Max van Manen’s hermeneutic
phenomenological approach. The research was conducted in the Javadieh
neighborhood of Bojnourd, a social context where women occupy intersecting
positions of gendered, class-based, cultural, and spatial subalternity. The central
question guiding the study asks how electoral participation is experienced and what
meanings it holds for these women within their lived horizons.
The study is informed by a theoretical perspective that brings together Subaltern
Studies—particularly Gayatri Spivak’s notion of the “subaltern”—and Patricia Hill
Collins’s “matrix of domination.” Data were generated through thirteen semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis.

Findings reveal that electoral participation among the women studied is largely
shaped within dominant power structures, with limited reliance on conscious political
agency or critical choice. Participation often reproduces unequal relations of power
rather than challenging them.

By engaging the concept of the “subaltern citizen,” the study highlights the gap
between formal models of political participation and the lived experiences of
marginalized groups. It shows how notions such as “political participation” and
“democracy” acquire situated, context-dependent meanings in subaltern settings,
underscoring the need to rethink dominant democratic paradigms through the lens of
marginalized lifeworlds.
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Introduction

Political participation is widely considered one of the central indicators of democratic
life and one of the primary mechanisms through which citizens establish a
relationship with political institutions. Among different forms of participation,
elections represent the most institutionalized and visible form of political engagement
in modern political systems. Dominant approaches to voting behavior, particularly
within liberal democratic traditions, have generally conceptualized electoral
participation through assumptions of individual rationality, informed choice, political
autonomy, and voluntary decision-making. Classical approaches such as the
Columbia School, the Michigan School, and rational choice theories have attempted
to explain voting through variables such as social affiliation, political attitudes,
ideological preferences, and individual calculations of interest.

However, these approaches face significant limitations when applied to contexts
characterized by deep social inequalities, unequal access to political resources, cultural
constraints, and complex relations of power. In such contexts, electoral participation
cannot be understood merely as the outcome of autonomous individual preferences;
rather, it must be examined as an experience embedded within historical, social,
cultural, religious, and economic structures.

This issue becomes particularly significant when studying marginalized groups whose
political experiences are shaped by multiple forms of disadvantage. Women living in
marginalized urban neighborhoods often experience intersecting forms of inequality
related to gender, class, ethnicity, education, religion, and spatial exclusion. Therefore,
their participation in elections raises fundamental questions about the relationship
between formal citizenship rights and actual political agency.

The 2024 Iranian presidential election took place within a context marked by
declining electoral participation, economic difficulties, social dissatisfaction, and
widespread debates about political trust. While macro-level explanations have
emphasized factors such as inflation, unemployment, economic hardship, and
institutional distrust, these explanations provide limited insight into a crucial
question: why do some marginalized groups continue to participate in elections
despite experiencing poverty, social exclusion, and limited access to political
resources?

This question is particularly important regarding subaltern women. Their electoral
participation cannot be reduced to a simple act of voting; rather, it represents a
socially situated experience shaped by everyday relations of power, belonging,

obligation, fear, and adaptation. Accordingly, this study explores how disadvantaged
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women themselves understand voting and how electoral participation acquires
meaning within their lived social worlds.

The central research question guiding this study is:

How do subaltern women in the Javadieh neighborhood of Bojnourd experience and
interpret electoral participation, and within what social and political horizons does the
act of voting acquire meaning?

To address this question, the study introduces the concept of the “subaltern citizen” to
describe the paradoxical condition in which individuals formally possess citizenship
rights, including the right to vote, while simultaneously remaining marginalized in
terms of political representation, social influence, and effective agency.

The analysis is informed by the complementary insights of Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak's concept of the subaltern, Patricia Hill Collins's Matrix of Domination, and
Antonio Gramsci's theory of hegemony. Together, these perspectives make it possible
to examine how domination operates through intersecting institutional and everyday
mechanisms while simultaneously identifying the limited yet meaningful spaces

through which agency may emerge.

Methodology

This study employs Max van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenological approach.
Unlike descriptive phenomenology, which seeks the essential structure of experience
by bracketing the researcher’s assumptions, hermeneutic phenomenology emphasizes
that meaning emerges through interpretation and through the interaction of
participants’ experiences, social contexts, and researchers’ pre-understandings.

The research was conducted in the Javadieh neighborhood of Bojnourd, located in
North Khorasan Province, Iran. The study population consisted of disadvantaged
women who had participated in the 2024 presidential election. Criterion-based
purposive sampling was combined with maximum variation sampling in order to
include women of different ages, ethnic backgrounds, educational levels, occupations,
and marital statuses. The inclusion criteria were being female, being at least eighteen
years old, residing in Javadieh, self-identifying as marginalized or disadvantaged, and
having participated in the election.

A total of twenty-one interviews were conducted initially. After applying the inclusion
criteria and excluding cases that did not meet the requirements, the final analysis was
based on the narratives of thirteen women. Participants represented diverse ethnic
backgrounds, including Kurmanj, Turkmen, Tat, and Turk communities, and varied

considerably in terms of education, occupation, and family circumstances.



Data were generated through semi-structured interviews lasting approximately thirty
to forty-five minutes. Interviews began with questions about everyday life, family
responsibilities, work, and economic conditions and gradually moved toward politics,
government, elections, and the meaning of voting. This conversational structure
helped build trust and enabled participants to connect their political experiences with
broader aspects of their lives. All interviews were conducted in safe settings, recorded
with participants’ consent, transcribed verbatim, and supplemented with field notes
and reflexive observations.

The data were analyzed through thematic analysis informed by van Manen’s
phenomenological method. The analysis involved holistic reading, selective reading,
and detailed line-by-line interpretation. Coding was conducted both inductively and
with attention to the research questions in order to identify patterns related to voting,
agency, domination, and belonging. Interpretation proceeded through the
hermeneutic circle, moving repeatedly between individual statements, complete
narratives, and the broader social context.

To enhance trustworthiness, the study followed Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was
strengthened through prolonged engagement, participant checking, and peer review.
Thick description was used to support transferability, while an audit trail and
continuous reflexivity contributed to dependability and confirmability. Ethical
principles, including informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and sensitivity to
participants’ cultural and educational circumstances, were carefully maintained

throughout the research process.

Research Context: Javadieh Neighborhood

Understanding the political experiences of the participants requires attention to the
social and spatial context in which their lives unfold. Javadieh is located on the
northern edge of Bojnourd and represents a prominent example of an inner-urban
marginalized settlement shaped by migration, uneven urban development, and
institutional neglect. Originally emerging around agricultural lands and a brick kiln
during the 1960s, the area gradually expanded through the settlement of poor rural
migrants and eventually became incorporated into the urban periphery.

Today, the neighborhood is characterized by deteriorated infrastructure, inadequate
public services, unstable employment, and widespread economic vulnerability. Many
residents rely on informal and precarious occupations such as seasonal labor,

domestic work, street vending, waste collection, and home-based employment.
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Dependence on welfare institutions and charitable organizations is common, and
poverty is often reproduced across generations.

Javadieh is also ethnically diverse, with substantial populations of Kurmanj, Turkmen,
and Turk residents. Religious gatherings, Qur’anic circles, kinship networks, and local
ceremonies constitute important channels for the circulation of information and the
reinforcement of collective belonging. For many women, these networks provide
emotional support and social recognition in a context where formal cultural and
media institutions are relatively absent.

At the same time, participants frequently described experiences of insecurity
associated with drug-related problems, poor lighting, inadequate public spaces, and
restrictions on women’s mobility, especially at night. Consequently, their political
experiences are inseparable from the broader realities of poverty, gender relations,
religious authority, ethnic identity, and spatial marginalization.

Against this background, electoral participation emerges not as an isolated political
act but as a practice embedded within everyday struggles for security, dignity,

belonging, and survival.

Findings

The analysis revealed four interrelated themes that illuminate how subaltern women
in Javadieh make sense of electoral participation. Rather than understanding voting
primarily as an expression of political preference or democratic choice, participants
described it as a practice embedded within religious beliefs, everyday insecurity, social
expectations, and unequal power relations. Although analytically presented as distinct
themes, these meanings frequently overlapped within individual narratives,
illustrating that electoral participation emerged through multiple and intersecting

forms of influence rather than a single motivation.

1. Voting as a Religious Duty

For many participants, voting was experienced primarily as a religious and moral
obligation rather than as an autonomous political choice. Elections were rarely
discussed in terms of competing political programs, ideological preferences, or
democratic representation. Instead, participants described voting through a
vocabulary of religious commitment, spiritual accountability, loyalty, and collective
responsibility. Within their lived experience, voting occupied a moral universe much
closer to prayer, fasting, or fulfilling religious obligations than to deliberative political
participation.



One participant explained:

"T belong to them. I am one of the Shi'a. I have to vote—it's my duty. Just like we pray
for ourselves, voting is also something we do for ourselves.” (Participant 1)

Another participant clearly distinguished economic dissatisfaction from electoral
participation:

"Economic problems are one thing, but voting is different. We are responsible for every
drop of the martyrs' blood."” (Participant 5)

Religious authority likewise emerged as an important source of legitimacy.

A sixty-seven-year-old participant stated:

"The Leader makes voting obligatory. If people do not vote, they become accountable
before God.” (Participant 6)

Similarly, another woman admitted:

"We don't really understand politics, but the cleric's wife told us to vote. After all, it is
sinful not to vote.” (Participant 10)

These narratives suggest that elections had been incorporated into participants' moral
lifeworld long before they became occasions for political judgment. Rather than
evaluating candidates through policy preferences or ideological debate, participants
frequently approached voting as a practice through which they affirmed religious
identity and moral belonging. The distinction between religious obligation and
political participation had become increasingly blurred. Consequently, abstention
from voting was interpreted not simply as political nonparticipation but as a failure of
religious responsibility.

From a phenomenological perspective, voting appeared as an embodied moral
practice rather than an abstract political decision. Participants did not merely believe
that voting was important; they experienced themselves as people for whom voting
constituted part of what it meant to be a faithful Muslim and a respectable member of
the community. The election therefore entered everyday life through familiar religious
meanings instead of through explicitly political reasoning.

This finding resonates with Gramsci's concept of hegemony, which emphasizes that
domination is sustained not only through coercion but also through the
internalization of cultural meanings that come to appear natural and self-evident.
Here, participation was experienced as morally necessary rather than politically
imposed. The obligation to vote no longer required continuous justification because it
had already been incorporated into participants' understanding of themselves.

The narratives also illustrate Spivak's insight regarding the subaltern condition.

Participants clearly articulated reasons for voting, yet these reasons were frequently
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expressed through vocabularies produced by dominant religious and political
institutions. Their voices were present, but the language through which political
experience became intelligible had already been shaped by broader ideological
structures. In this sense, participants did not merely repeat official discourse; rather,
that discourse had become intertwined with the moral categories through which they
interpreted everyday life itself.

Ultimately, voting emerged less as an act of political deliberation than as a ritual of
religious belonging through which both personal morality and collective legitimacy

were continuously reaffirmed.

2. Fear-Driven Voting: Political Participation Under Conditions of Everyday
Anxiety

A second major theme revealed that electoral participation was frequently
experienced through fear rather than political conviction. For many participants,
voting represented a practical response to uncertainty and perceived vulnerability
rather than an attempt to influence political outcomes. Fear was not experienced as a
single emotion but as an everyday condition that permeated different aspects of social
life. Three interrelated forms of fear were identified: concerns about security,
economic survival, and social exclusion.

Importantly, participants rarely described these fears as extraordinary. Instead, they
formed part of the ordinary background against which political decisions acquired
meaning. Voting therefore emerged as a strategy for minimizing perceived risks

within an already precarious lifeworld.

Security-Oriented Fear

Several participants associated electoral participation with national security and the
prevention of war or foreign intervention.

One woman remarked:

"We have to participate so that the enemy doesn't come.” (Participant 2)

Another explained:

"I don't want foreigners to dominate my country.” (Participant 5)

Campaign narratives themselves often intensified these concerns.

As one participant recalled:

"People said that if Jalili became president, war would begin. Honestly, we became
frightened.” (Participant 1)

Another emphasized:



"

"I voted because of security. Compared with many other countries, Iran is still safe.
(Participant 10)

These accounts suggest that participants rarely separated electoral participation from
broader concerns about national stability. Rather than viewing elections primarily as
opportunities for democratic choice, many interpreted them as mechanisms through
which peace, order, and collective security might be preserved. Official narratives
emphasizing foreign threats and geopolitical instability appeared to provide an
interpretive framework through which voting became morally associated with
protecting the nation.

From a phenomenological perspective, the significance of these narratives lies less in
whether such threats were objectively imminent than in how they were lived. Fear
became part of participants' horizon of experience, shaping the very way elections
appeared to them. The ballot box was encountered not simply as a political institution
but as a symbolic site where anxieties about war, instability, and national survival were

negotiated.

Survival-Oriented Fear

Economic vulnerability constituted a second dimension of fear. Participants
frequently described concerns that failing to vote might jeopardize employment,
welfare benefits, or access to essential state resources.

One participant explained:

"I didn't want to vote, but my husband said that if they found out we hadn't voted, he
might lose his job. So I agreed.” (Participant 13)

Another participant expressed uncertainty while simultaneously acknowledging her
fear:

"Maybe someday they'll issue an order and punish us if we don't vote.” (Participant 4)
Others worried about losing financial assistance.

As one woman stated:

"If you don't vote, maybe tomorrow they'll stop your subsidy. We depend on that
money."” (Participant 8)

Another participant referred to practical concerns regarding official documentation:
"Maybe the election stamp will be needed for something later.” (Participant 2)

Whether these expectations reflected actual governmental practices is analytically less
significant than the fact that participants experienced them as plausible possibilities.

Under conditions of poverty and dependence, uncertainty itself became politically
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consequential. Voting thus emerged as a pragmatic strategy for reducing perceived
socioeconomic vulnerability rather than expressing political endorsement.

Seen through Collins' matrix of domination, these narratives demonstrate how
economic precarity intersects with gendered dependence and institutional power.
Women whose livelihoods were already fragile frequently perceived participation as a
means of protecting their families from potential hardship. Political participation

therefore became embedded within broader struggles for everyday survival.

Conformity-Oriented Fear

The third dimension of fear concerned social acceptance and moral reputation.

One participant described her experience in the following way:

"There's always this fear inside me—that someday they'll say if you didn't vote, your
future will be affected. Not voting means indifference. It means losing your reputation.”

(Participant 4)

Another woman explained:

"We thought people might say we're not Muslims if we didn't vote. It would be sinful.”
(Participant 7)

These narratives reveal that voting functioned not only as a political act but also as a
visible marker of social belonging. Within participants' communities, electoral
participation symbolized respectability, religious commitment, and loyalty to shared
collective values. Abstaining from voting therefore risked exposing individuals to
moral suspicion, gossip, or symbolic exclusion.

Across these three dimensions, fear appeared not as an exceptional psychological state
but as an enduring feature of participants' everyday existence. Security concerns,
economic vulnerability, and the desire for social acceptance became intertwined,
shaping electoral participation as a practical means of navigating uncertainty. Rather
than expressing political enthusiasm or ideological commitment, voting frequently
represented an adaptive response to life within unequal structures of power.

3. Habitual Voting: Electoral Participation as an Ordinary Social Routine

The third theme conceptualizes voting as a habitual social practice rather than a
consciously deliberative political act. For several participants, electoral participation
had become an unquestioned routine reproduced across successive elections. Voting
was described as "something we have always done," embedded in the rhythm of

everyday life and detached from careful political reflection or expectations of



meaningful political change. Rather than evaluating candidates or competing political
platforms, participants frequently portrayed voting as an ordinary social behavior
performed because it had become part of the normal order of life.

One participant explained:

"Since childhood I've been used to voting whenever there is an election. It's just
become a habit." (Participant 4)

Another participant similarly emphasized the absence of independent political
motivation:

"Everyone said we should vote, so we voted too." (Participant 3)

Perhaps the clearest illustration of routinized participation came from a participant
who admitted:

"Honestly, I can't even remember who I voted for." (Participant 13)

Such narratives suggest that the significance of voting often resided not in political
choice itself but in the repetition of a familiar social practice. The act of voting was
experienced less as a deliberate intervention in political affairs than as one event
among many recurring community rituals.

This routinization also appeared in participants' descriptions of election day itself.
Rather than emphasizing political debate or civic responsibility, one woman
remembered the occasion primarily as a family outing:

"We went together with my daughter and my husband. We voted, put the ballot in the
box, and afterward they served us tea." (Participant 3)

Here, the election resembles a familiar communal gathering rather than a moment of
political deliberation. The social atmosphere surrounding participation appears more
salient than the electoral decision itself.

The narratives further indicate that habitual participation was reinforced by collective
expectations within the neighborhood. One participant remarked:

"Everyone in our neighborhood voted. It wasn't really possible not to." (Participant 2)
Such statements suggest that repeated participation gradually became normalized
through observation, imitation, and community expectations. Voting acquired the
character of an inherited social custom that required little explicit justification.

The absence of diverse political information further strengthened this process. Many
participants described limited access to alternative interpretations of politics, relying
instead on familiar narratives circulating within family networks, neighborhood
conversations, religious institutions, and state media. Under these conditions,

habitual participation reduced the need for continuous political evaluation. Once

Journal of Cultural
Studies and
Communication
52
Serial 82,
Volume 22,
Issue 1, Spring
2026



Journal of Cultural
Studies and
Communication

53
Serial 82,
Volume 22,
Issue 1, Spring
2026

voting had become incorporated into everyday practice, it no longer required renewed
justification at each election.

From a theoretical perspective, this pattern closely reflects Gramsci's concept of
cultural hegemony. Hegemony operates not only through ideological persuasion or
coercion but also through ordinary habits that gradually become accepted as natural
features of social life. Electoral participation, in this sense, is reproduced through
routine practices rather than through explicit political commitment.

Collins' matrix of domination similarly helps explain why habits are socially
distributed rather than individually produced. Repetition emerges within intersecting
institutions—including family, religion, neighborhood, and media—that collectively
organize everyday life for marginalized women. Voting therefore becomes one
component of a broader social routine shaped by structural inequalities rather than
solely by individual preference.

Phenomenologically, these accounts reveal that participants rarely experienced voting
as a distinct political event requiring active interpretation. Instead, elections blended
into the ordinary flow of everyday existence, where participation became almost self-
evident. Political agency was therefore not necessarily absent, but it was largely
displaced by the familiarity of repeated practice.

Overall, habitual voting illustrates how political participation may be sustained
through normalized social routines instead of continuous political engagement.
Elections become part of the expected rhythm of community life, allowing existing
political arrangements to be reproduced through repetition rather than conscious

endorsement.

4. Voting as Obedience to Others: Delegated Political Agency

The fourth theme reveals that electoral participation was frequently mediated through
the authority of others rather than grounded in participants' own political evaluation.
Many women described relying on religious leaders, family members, respected
acquaintances, or official media when making electoral decisions. Rather than
presenting themselves as independent political actors, they often positioned
themselves as followers of individuals whom they regarded as more knowledgeable,
trustworthy, or socially legitimate.

Religious authority emerged as one of the most influential sources of guidance. One
participant explained:

"The cleric's wife at our mosque told us to vote for Jalili, so we voted for him."
(Participant 11)



A participant from the Sunni community expressed a similar experience:

"The Mawlawi told everyone to vote, so we did." (Participant 12)

These statements suggest that electoral decisions were frequently embedded within
existing religious relationships. Voting was interpreted less as an autonomous political
judgment than as compliance with trusted moral authorities whose recommendations
carried considerable legitimacy.

Official media represented another important channel through which political
authority was communicated. One participant recalled:

"On television they kept saying you must vote so that a good president will come.
That's mainly why we went." (Participant 7)

Rather than providing competing political perspectives, television appeared in
participants' narratives primarily as a source of repeated normative messages
emphasizing the importance of electoral participation. For women with limited access
to alternative sources of information, such messages often became the dominant
framework through which elections were interpreted.

Several participants openly acknowledged their own perceived lack of political
expertise. One woman stated:

"We don't understand politics. They told us this candidate was good, so we voted."
(Participant 6)

This expression of uncertainty illustrates that delegated decision-making was not
always experienced as coercion. Instead, many participants regarded reliance on
trusted authorities as a practical response to limited political knowledge and restricted
informational resources.

Authority also operated through everyday interpersonal relationships beyond formal
religious institutions. One participant explained:

"Two people told me to vote for Pezeshkian. I thought they were more involved in
society, so they probably knew better than I did." (Participant 4)

This narrative demonstrates that political guidance often flowed through ordinary
social networks. Family members, neighbors, respected acquaintances, and
community figures functioned as interpreters of politics for individuals who perceived
themselves as lacking sufficient information to evaluate candidates independently.
These accounts suggest that political agency was frequently delegated rather than
exercised directly. Participants retained the formal right to vote, yet the content of
political choice was often shaped by socially legitimate authorities operating within

everyday life.
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Collins' matrix of domination provides a useful framework for interpreting these
findings. Family, religion, media, and community networks simultaneously offer
support and reproduce unequal relations of authority. Political behavior emerges
through the interaction of these institutions rather than through isolated individual
decision-making.

Likewise, Gramsci's concept of hegemony helps explain why participants rarely
experienced these influences as external coercion. Recommendations from clerics,
relatives, or television were generally interpreted as trustworthy guidance rather than
political pressure. Hegemonic power therefore operates most effectively when
domination becomes internalized as common sense rather than imposed through
force.

Spivak's theory of the subaltern adds a further layer of interpretation. Although
participants clearly articulated their experiences, the language through which political
decisions were explained frequently originated from dominant religious and
institutional discourses. Their voices were audible, yet the conceptual vocabulary
available for interpreting political participation remained largely structured by
hegemonic narratives.

Taken together, these findings indicate that electoral participation among subaltern
women often occurred through mediated political agency. Participation remained
formally voluntary, but independent political judgment was frequently displaced by

reliance on socially authorized intermediaries.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the electoral participation of subaltern
women in the Javadieh neighborhood of Bojnourd cannot be adequately understood
through conventional models of democratic choice, individual rationality, or
voluntary political engagement. Rather, voting emerges as a socially situated practice
that is deeply embedded in the intersection of gender, class, religion, ethnicity, family
relations, and spatial marginalization. The women who participated in this study
occupy a contradictory position: they are formally recognized as citizens with the
right to vote, yet their opportunities for autonomous political agency remain
significantly constrained by everyday structures of domination.

Through the combined lens of Spivak’s theory of subalternity, Collins’s matrix of
domination, and Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, the study reveals that power
operates simultaneously at structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal

levels. Poverty, limited education, dependence on welfare institutions, patriarchal



family relations, religious authority, restricted access to independent information, and
the experience of living in a marginalized urban space collectively shape how political
participation is understood and practiced.

The analysis suggests that the women are frequently represented within official
political discourse without being fully represented as political subjects. Their
participation is often narrated through the language of duty, loyalty, morality, and
security rather than through a language of rights, deliberation, or political efficacy. In
this sense, the study supports Spivak’s argument that the subaltern’s voice is often
filtered through dominant structures of representation. The women speak, but the
available vocabulary for speaking about politics is largely produced by institutions
such as the family, the mosque, the media, and the state.

At the same time, the findings do not support a simplistic image of complete passivity.
Although the dominant pattern is one of adaptation and consent, the narratives
occasionally contain small fractures in the hegemonic order: white ballots, uncertainty
about candidates, ironic remarks, silences, hesitation, and contradictory statements.
These moments suggest that political subjectivity is not entirely erased. However,
unlike theories that emphasize pervasive everyday resistance, the evidence in this
study indicates that such acts remain fragmented, muted, and limited in their capacity
to challenge the dominant order.

A central contribution of the study is the demonstration that electoral participation
does not necessarily signify political empowerment. For many participants, voting
functions simultaneously as a religious obligation, a strategy of economic and social
protection, a habitual social practice, and an act mediated by the authority of others.
Participation therefore occupies a gray zone between agency and domination. It is
neither purely coerced nor fully autonomous; neither entirely resistant nor wholly
submissive. Instead, it reflects the complex ways in which marginalized citizens
navigate vulnerability, belonging, morality, and survival.

Methodologically, the use of hermeneutic phenomenology made it possible to move
beyond explicit political statements and attend to the deeper layers of meaning
embedded in participants’ narratives. Repetitions, pauses, emotional expressions,
metaphors, and hesitations revealed how domination becomes internalized and
normalized in everyday life. Difficulties encountered during fieldwork—including
initial distrust of the researcher, limited familiarity with formal political language, and
cultural and linguistic differences—were themselves part of the phenomenon under
investigation and reflected the distance between marginalized lifeworlds and official

political discourse.
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Ultimately, this study argues that in subaltern contexts, political participation should
not automatically be interpreted as evidence of democratic consciousness or effective
political agency. Voting may simultaneously operate as a mechanism of adaptation,
social conformity, moral obligation, risk avoidance, and the reproduction of
hegemonic order. Understanding the political lives of marginalized citizens therefore
requires attention not only to formal rights and electoral statistics but also to the lived
conditions under which those rights are experienced and enacted.

By introducing the concept of the subaltern citizen, the study highlights the gap
between the formal language of citizenship and the lived realities of marginalized
women. It shows that concepts such as political participation, citizenship, and
democracy acquire situated and context-dependent meanings when viewed from the
perspective of those who inhabit the social margins. Consequently, any adequate
understanding of democracy in contemporary Iran must take seriously the lifeworlds,
vulnerabilities, and voices of groups whose participation has often been counted

statistically while remaining insufficiently heard politically.
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