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ABSTRACT

Empirical research indicates that academic culture influences students' religiosity. However,
to gain a deeper understanding of this phenomenon—essential for socio-cultural policy-
making—it is necessary to precisely identify the mechanisms and processes through which
this influence occurs. The present study endeavors to identify and analyze the primary
mechanisms and processes through which universities influence students' religiosity by
employing the grounded theory approach and conducting semi-structured interviews with 16
students who have experienced significant changes in their religiosity during their university
years. From the analysis of the interviews, 12 core categories such as "diversity of
viewpoints and lifestyles,” "educational culture," and "attractiveness and repulsion of
religious people”, and many sub-categories and concepts in each of them, emerged and were
formulated. A core theoretical proposition, "double edged nature of academic culture
regarding the religiosity," was derived. Based on this core theoretical proposition, the impact
of academic culture on students' religiosity is not a one-sided, continuous, and linear process,
but rather a two-way and dynamic one. In other words, academic culture, depending on
social conditions and situations, can lead to both an increase and decrease in students'
religiosity. In this regard, the status of students' religiosity can be considered a social
construct, meaning that changes in students' religiosity are more the result of social
interactions in student clubs, dormitories, and student organizations rather than the result of
students' logical and rational philosophical and theological arguments.
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INTRODUCTION

Numerous empirical studies have been conducted both in Iran and
worldwide regarding the impact of universities on students' religiosity.
Many of these studies indicate that university education reduces religiosity
or, at the very least, significantly alters the type of religiosity (Tavassoli &
Morshedi, 1385 [2006]; Azad Armaki & Zare, 1387 [2008]; Azam Azadeh
& Jadbabaei Behbahani, 1388 [2009]; AfsharKohan et al., 1390 [2011];
Serajzadeh & Sedigh Mohammadi, 1390 [2011]; Sacerdote and Glaeser,
2001; Saenz and Barrera, 2007; Astin et al., 2011). A small number of
studies have examined the external and internal university factors that
influence students' religiosity, but the "mechanisms" and "processes"
through which academic culture, student communities, and social circles
influence changes in religiosity based on grounded theory have been less
frequently studied.

PURPOSE

In this article, we aim to delve into the social mechanisms through which
academic culture influences changes in students' religiosity, employing
grounded theory.

By examining academic culture and student subcultures, dorm culture,
student organizations, academic societies, and the like, we seek to
understand the contexts and mechanisms through which the field of social
interactions in universities influences changes in students' religiosity.
Understanding the conditions, mechanisms, and processes is crucial both
from a descriptive perspective (better understanding the relationship
between academic culture and religiosity, and the interaction of science and
religion in universities) and from a prescriptive perspective (cultural
policymaking).

METHODOLOGY

This study is a qualitative research conducted based on “grounded theory."
To collect data related to the mechanisms through which academic culture
influences students' religiosity, semi-structured interviews were employed.
For participant selection, we utilized "purposive sampling,” a type of non-
probability sampling method. Sixteen Iranian undergraduate and graduate
students were interviewed. Participants were initially asked to narrate their
religious beliefs upon entering university and their current religious status.
They were then asked to identify turning points in their religious



development, as well as the contexts and mechanisms that influenced these
changes. Subsequent questions were tailored based on participants'
responses to ensure a comprehensive exploration of all relevant mechanisms
and processes.

FINDINGS

The processes and mechanisms extracted in this research can be expressed
based on the Strauss and Corbin coding paradigm as follows

Causal and Contextual Conditions
 diversity of opinions and lifestyles

o religious doubts

political and social crises

friends and roommates

The pressure of academic and work
commitments

Disciplinary culture and course content
Student communities and societies
dormitory life: distance from family and
reduced social control

COVID-19 pandemic

attraction and repulsion of religious people
strictness of parents or university administrators
mixed-gender environment

romantic relationships with religious/non-
religious individuals

university professors and classes

Intervening Conditions Action strategies

o lack of religious knowledge o choosing a moral, but
and insight non-religious,

o secular interpretation of « conforming to the group
religion and following the crowd

 sense of freedom, liberation, o reducing religious
and agency commitment

« conflation of religion with o decreasing the priority
political and social issues of religion in life

o disillusionment with religion Central Phenomenon o desire to be similar to
due to polarization and Double-edged nature of academic one's romantic partner
sectarianism culture regarding religiosity and gain him/her

* Feelings of rejection, approval
humiliation, or injustice o seeking refuge in God

« feeling of personal freedoms and religion during
being curtailed existential and

o Social rejection: fear of psychological crises
negative judgment and
evaluation from others

Consequences
e Changes in the level of religiosity
in terms of beliefs or adherence
to religious practices
o Secularization

© changes in the type of religiosity
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CONCLUSION

"The pluralistic and diverse intellectual environment is a fundamental
component of academic culture, deeply rooted in the core norms of modern
science, such as universalism, disinterestedness, organized skepticism, as
Merton argued. The university setting, due to the presence of a wide range
of social groups and the passionate nature of student communities, is
naturally prone to intellectual debates and discussions across various
scientific, political, and cultural domains. This research does not claim that
a pluralistic and diverse environment inevitably leads to secularization and a
decline in students' religiosity. However, the socio-cultural and political
context of Iranian society and universities has transformed this environment
into a source of decreasing religiosity among a segment of the student
population.

The question of how to modify and improve the academic culture and
student communities to maintain and strengthen intellectual diversity while
simultaneously promoting religiosity among students, rather than
diminishing it, requires further research and contemplation.

This study, by introducing the core theoretical concept of a "double
edged nature of academic culture regarding the religiosity," highlights the
argument that academic culture does not necessarily lead to either an
increase or decrease in religiosity. Instead, it is contingent upon the broader
socio-political context and the daily social interactions within universities,
influencing the extent and nature of students' religiosity. Consequently,
universities can either align with or oppose religion and religiosity.
Therefore, students' religiosity is a social construct, meaning that changes in
students' religiosity are more likely to be the result of interactions with
classmates, roommates, and friends, rather than the outcome of rational
philosophical-theological arguments.

As a result, instead of attributing a timeless and spaceless nature to the
institution of higher education and assuming a necessary and definitive
connection between universities, secularism, decreasing religiosity, and
irreligion, we should understand the relationship between religion,
universities, and religiosity through a “proactive, social, interactive, and
constructivist” lens, and seek solutions for the challenges in this area.



NOVELTY

In this article, for the first time, we systematically extracted the mechanisms
through which academic culture influences students' religiosity,
demonstrating that this influence is bidirectional and dynamic. Furthermore,
we emphasized that students' religiosity is a social construct rather than
solely an individual matter.

Understanding the conditions, mechanisms, and processes is crucial from
both a descriptive (cognitive) and prescriptive (practical and policy-making)
perspective for several reasons. From a cognitive standpoint, by precisely
elucidating these mechanisms, firstly, a more reliable analysis of the
correlation between university education and religiosity can be achieved.
Secondly, a deeper understanding of the relationship between religion and
university can be attained, and a more accurate comprehension of the nexus
between the institutions of science and religion and their interaction can be
facilitated.

From a practical standpoint, considering the massification and
universalization of higher education in the last three decades, and given that
religion has played a significant role in Iranian society and religiosity
remains an important social value, awareness of the mechanisms through
which academic culture affects students' religiosity is of significant
importance to the Muslim community and the political governance of Iran.
Understanding these mechanisms helps policymakers and those in charge of
culture and higher education to adopt accurate, scholarly, and efficient
religious policies that are also accompanied by social acceptance and
legitimacy from the country's academic and student community.

The findings of this research, derived from the authors' fieldwork and
data analysis, are published for the first time in this article.
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