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Abstract

Spaces play a critical role in shaping social relationships, and the interaction between
society and space can help diminish or eliminate the interactive limitations imposed on
women. The concept of the third place was first introduced by Oldenburg and has since
been widely discussed in global academic discourse.

The aim of this study is to understand the processes through which cultural centers, as
third places, may contribute to reshaping the social worlds of women. The study
population consisted of women present in cultural centers across Tehran, selected
through purposive and theoretical sampling, with a final sample size of 15 participants.
The research followed a qualitative methodology using the grounded theory approach.

The core category identified in this study is the creation of a semiotic space of resistance,
formed through causal processes such as generational gaps, social connections, and
distinct worldviews within these third places. Despite restrictive disciplinary conditions
in broader public spaces, women in this study engaged in spatial appropriation and
resistance.
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Findings indicate that women are creative social agents who actively produce and shape
the spaces they find meaningful and desirable.
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Introduction

Spaces play a role in shaping social relationships, and the interaction between
society and space can help reduce or eliminate the interactive limitations faced
by women. The concept of the "third place" was first introduced by Oldenburg
and has since been widely discussed in academic discourses around the world.
The problem this research addresses is understanding the activities and roles of
women in spaces provided by municipalities, namely cultural centers
(Farhangsara). A cultural center is a place where one or more cultural
institutions are active. These centers, which are typically located in various
neighborhoods, offer opportunities for education in diverse cultural and social
areas, as well as training in various crafts and arts such as miniature painting,
pottery, tailoring, and others.

Based on this definition, cultural centers can be considered as third places or
spaces other than home and workplace. Furthermore, it is clear from this
definition that women are the primary users of cultural centers. Therefore, it is
important to understand how women engage in social action in these places,
which have only relatively recently emerged in Tehran and other large cities in
the country, how they use the space, what their strategies are in using the space,
and what consequences this has for them.

It is observed that the existing research has been mainly conducted with
qualitative methods and has also highlighted the issue of women's resistance to
gender discrimination by using third spaces and creating social interactions for
women. The difference between the present research and the existing research
is the use of a grounded theory approach and the presentation of an explanatory
model in order to expand existing theories.

Methodology

Collection technique used was semi-structured interviews. The sampling
method was purposive, targeting women who frequent cultural centers in
Tehran. The research sites included the Arasbaran, Eshraq, Shafagh, and
Khavaran cultural centers.

Interviews were conducted with 29 women of various ages until the point of
theoretical saturation, the stage at which no new data emerged. However, the
findings are based on the in-depth interviews with 15 participants, as these
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women were regular users of the cultural centers and consistently used them as
cultural and social spaces (at least once a week).

Findings

The participants in this study ranged in age from 19 to 42 years. Among them,
8 were married and 7 were single. Regarding employment status, 5 participants
were employed, and 4 were homemakers. The core category that emerged from
this study is titled “Production of a Space of Resistance.” According to the
perceptions of the women interviewed, cultural centers are safe public
environments where opportunities for meeting new people and forming
friendships are facilitated. These friendships often reflect a worldview distinct
from that of their families, which may place constraints on their choice of public
spaces. Therefore, spending time at the cultural center allows them to distance
themselves from the home environment for a few hours each day and enables
interaction with strangers.

By participating in activities such as educational classes, the entire cultural
center becomes a social hub (a meeting point for friendly gatherings). As the
participants noted, outside these centers they often face limitations in public
spaces, such as difficulty in interacting with the opposite sex or strict social
norms. Thus, by appropriating these spaces through informal socialization, these
women experience an act of asserting their right to live freely in the city. This
contributes to a growing sense of place and belonging among them. Being
surrounded by individuals with shared tastes and alternative worldviews, such
as a focus on current social issues, learning, and artistic interests, creates an
opportunity to form friendly networks based on common interests.

The consequences of this spatial appropriation include:
e the creation of social networks,
o increased self-confidence in interpersonal relationships, and
o the development of group interaction skills.

In other words, these women rarely experience such benefits at home or in other
settings. Because their use of the space involves participation in classes,
gatherings, literary circles, and intellectual forums, the impact on their social
and interpersonal skills is direct and significant. Furthermore, with low financial
cost, they gain not only knowledge and skills but also access to friendship and
community-building opportunities.
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Conclusion

Through women’s urban activities, they sustain their daily routines by engaging
with various spaces. Their understanding of the city, life, power, and gender
relations influences the kinds of places they choose to spend parts of their day
in. Based on this, their ability to choose and appropriate urban spaces is viewed
as a way to participate in the production of desirable urban environments.

What differentiates women’s experiences in this study in terms of how they use
the city is rooted in differences in social structuring, self-perception, and their
understanding of gender roles. Analyzing third places through the lens of
women's usage and gender reveals that these spaces are not neutral or equally
accessible; different groups of women do not enjoy the same access to these
spaces and use of them as men do, a finding that aligns with the work of Partooy
and Khiabani (2018).

Urban spaces become successful places when they are collectively shaped by
the people and when democratic processes play a role in their creation and
development. The concept of the third place offers a new perspective that
emphasizes space, the formation of the social, enriching everyday life, and
connecting with others, while also highlighting how individuals perceive their
role in producing urban space.

This means that if people’s need for social interaction is met in public spaces,
and if facilities for presence and participation are provided, the resulting place
is one that reflects the social production of its inhabitants. The subjective
meanings that women attach to their use of urban spaces often remain
overlooked, leading to insufficient attention from urban institutions, such as
municipalities, in creating environments that address the unique social needs of
women.

Nevertheless, women, as active agents of everyday life, shape their identities
through space. Evaluating the spatial dimensions of daily life reveals its
potential as a form of resistance against normative uses of urban space defined
by dominant discourses. These women, by reversing and reinterpreting
dominant spatial meanings, and by reproducing space in a way that benefits
them, achieve a kind of spatial appropriation that reclaims the urban
environment on their own terms.

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made,
including: improving urban policy-making and increasing the construction and
accessibility of cultural centers, developing participatory programs for women
within these centers, introducing women to the concept of third places and
raising awareness about their right to occupy and be present in such spaces,
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creating dedicated spaces for women, and reducing unnecessary restrictions on
their presence and activities in cultural centers.
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Table 1. Literature review: Domestic and international background

Researchers

Year

Method

Findings

Tavana & Shafiee

2016

Typology

"The binary of eliminating gender
discrimination versus reproducing gender
domination fails to offer an accurate
analysis of such spaces. Moreover, any
identity-centered discourse falls short in
helping us grasp the power dynamics at
play. Instead, the meaning of this form of
power should be sought in mechanisms of
control, visibility, and the normalization of
the body."

Partovi & Farash
Khiyabani

2018

Ethnograp
hy

"Since women face greater exclusion in
public spaces compared to men, these new
arenas have created a dynamic platform
for social interactions."

Mousavi,
Siavashpour, &
Abron

2019

Comparati
ve

"Physical and social characteristics such as
an informal atmosphere, conversation as
the main activity, and accessibility have
created gender differences in the use of
these spaces. This pattern has led to the

emergence of commercial third places that
are linear in form, where users not only

engage in social interaction but also
monitor local movements."

Mohammadi Salek,
Asgari

2022

Delphi-
Survey

" There is a significant relationship
between the increase in dimensions of
socialization and sense of place in seating
areas. The aspects of this topic are not
limited to spatial quantity; functional,
structural, cultural, social, and managerial
components can also play a role in
enhancing satisfaction, comfort, and
spatial flexibility."

Ghobadi and
colleagues

2024

Structural

Equation

Modeling
(SEM)

" The factor loading of third places with a
value of 0.87 indicates positive
capabilities, enhancing interactions and
the social well-being of citizens."

Fullagar, O’Brien,
Lloyd

2019

Review
Study

" It critiques Eldenberg's perspective by
examining the ways in which the
embodied space and everyday relations are
experienced by women in third places.
Through these interactions, women
transform and resist gendered limitations
and exclusion in various ways."
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Table 3. List and characteristics of participants in the study

. Educational Marital - .
Participant Age Level Status Activity Occupation
1 23 Bachelor's Single Unemployed Hogieizrdold
High school . Household
2 19 diploma Single Unemployed Child
S . Dental
3 22 Associate's Single Employed Secretary
High school . Household
4 21 diploma Single Unemployed Child
5 20 Bachelor's Single Unemployed Student
High school - Household
6 19 diploma Single Unemployed Child
7 26 Bachelor's Married Unemployed Homemaker
8 39 PhD Married Employed Professor
9 42 Associate's Married Unemployed Homemaker
10 19 Associate's Single Employed Employee
11 32 Bachelor's Married Unemployed Homemaker
12 31 Associate's Married Unemployed Homemaker
13 34 Associate's Married Employed Employee
High school . Kindergarten
14 37 diploma Married Employed Teacher
15 32 Bachelor's Married Employed Kindergarten
Teacher
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Table 6. Concepts and categories derived from strategies related to the cultural
center space
Core category Subcategories Statements

"Let's sit together in the gazebo

Dodge the Laws, Ignoring, | here. The security comes and gives

Resistance Verbal Dispute, a warning, but we don't really pay

Indifference attention to it. They just come to

say something."

"This has become our hangout spot.
Instead of going to the park where
they keep bothering us or paying
for a cafe, we gather here behind

the building, talk, and laugh.
They've set up a lot of tables and
chairs here. After my 2-hour class,
we sit down. The security guard is
strict, but we manage to avoid him
every time."

Creating a Hangout,
Occupying Space, Taking
Ownership of Space

Space
Appropriation

Q-a‘,u.a A
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Table 7. Concepts and categories derived from the consequences of the cultural
center space

Core category Subcategories Statements
"l left my shyness behind and
Gaining self-confidence joined the group. Now, my

confidence has greatly improved."
"I feel at peace here, and my
Feeling of tranquility emotional and motivational needs
have been met."
"Since I've been here a lot, now |
have friendships with everyone, but

Psychological

SREL Making friends with close friends. | get much more
from the programming class."
"The classes have become much
more diverse compared to before.
Educational Skill acquisition They offer all kinds of classes, like

Quran interpretation, taekwondo,
cooking, etc. | now attend two
different classes here."
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