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Objective: The concept of agency and its nature are primary focuses of subaltern studies.
In this article, based on ethnographic research conducted in one of the marginalized areas
around Tehran between 2019 and 2022, we try to understand the forms, strategies, and
different fields of agency in the struggle of the residents to live in the current situation.
Method: Through ethnographic research methods and through engagement with Asef
Bayat’s formulation of “quiet encroachment” and Gayatri Spivak’s key question, “Can
the subalterns speak?”, we discuss the complexities of the concepts of “progress” and
“speech” to shine a light on and explore the relationship of these concepts with power and
resistance.

Results: Finally, in the findings section, we discuss four situations: “Afghan immigrants
and withdrawal”, “Women with addicted husbands: staying or leaving”, “Being a woman:
conforming or rebelling”, and “Reproduction of family”, in which people do not seem to
be progressing. Instead, “not backing down from the current situation” seems to be a
more appropriate concept for describing the struggle of the people of the region, a strategy
that does not necessarily lead to resistance against the status quo but sometimes even to
its reproduction.

Conclusions: The study argues that maintaining existing conditions rather than pursuing
transformation better captures residents’ strategies, which may unintentionally reproduce
the status quo.
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Introduction

Questions of agency among marginalized populations have long occupied a central place in social
theory and anthropology. Yet despite extensive debate, there is still no consensus on how to
conceptualize action under conditions of structural constraint. Earlier approaches often framed agency
in terms of resistance or transformation, but more recent work has drawn attention to its ambiguous,
fragmented, and context-dependent character.

This article builds on these discussions by examining how agency is lived and enacted in the everyday
lives of residents of a peri-urban settlement on the margins of Tehran. Drawing on ethnographic
fieldwork conducted between 2019 and 2022 in Hesaramir, the study focuses on forms of action that do
not easily fit within dominant narratives of progress or resistance. Rather than foregrounding moments
of rupture or change, it attends to the ordinary practices through which people sustain their lives within
existing conditions.

The analysis is informed by Asef Bayat's notion of “quiet encroachment”, which captures
incremental and often unarticulated efforts to improve life chances, as well as by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak's enduring question about the conditions under which subaltern voices become audible. Bringing
these perspectives into conversation allows us to reconsider what counts as action, voice, and change in
contexts shaped by marginality.

The central claim advanced here is that the concept of “non-withdrawal” offers a more precise way
of understanding the practices observed in Hesaramir. Rather than moving forward in any linear sense
or engaging in overt resistance, residents often remain within their circumstances, adjusting their actions
to prevent further deterioration. In this sense, agency operates less as a force of transformation and more
as a practice of staying, managing, and enduring.

Method

This study is based on ethnographic research carried out in two phases between 2019 and 2022 in
Hesaramir, a peri-urban settlement in southeastern Tehran. The research relied primarily on participant
observation, complemented by sustained informal engagement with residents across various social
settings.

The first phase involved exploratory visits aimed at developing an initial understanding of the
settlement's social and spatial organization. Public spaces, local institutions, and everyday environments
were observed to map out key sites of interaction.

The second phase consisted of twelve more focused field visits, with particular attention to a women's
beauty salon that served as a central hub for social exchange. Beyond its economic role, the salon offered
access to ongoing conversations, shared experiences, and forms of interaction rarely observable in more
formal contexts. This setting allowed us to follow everyday narratives as they unfolded over time.

The research also extended into private spaces, including homes and small social gatherings,
providing a closer look at family dynamics, gender relations, and routine practices. Field notes were
recorded throughout the research process and later analyzed thematically to identify recurring patterns
and tensions. The analysis moved iteratively between empirical observations and conceptual reflection.
Results

The empirical material is organized around four situations that illustrate different configurations of
agency in Hesaramir.

Among Afghan migrants, forms of distancing and selective withdrawal emerge as key strategies.
Although physically present in the settlement, many maintain social boundaries that limit deeper
integration, thereby negotiating their position within a context marked by exclusion.

For women living with addicted husbands, the question of whether to stay or leave becomes a central
dilemma. Some remain and develop ways of managing daily life under difficult circumstances, often
taking on expanded responsibilities. Others choose separation to reduce hardship. In both cases, action
is less about transformation than about navigating ongoing instability.

More broadly, being a woman in this context involves a continual balancing act between conformity
and subtle defiance. Gender norms are neither simply reproduced nor directly resisted; instead, they are
negotiated in ways that shift across situations.
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Finally, the maintenance of family structures appears as a recurring concern. Efforts to preserve the
family, even under strain, shape many everyday decisions and practices, often reinforcing existing
arrangements rather than disrupting them.

Across these situations, what stands out is not a clear movement toward change but a persistent pattern
of living within constraint.

Findings
Taken together, these observations suggest that “non-withdrawal” provides a useful lens for
rethinking agency in this setting. The term refers to a mode of engagement in which individuals remain
within their circumstances while continuously adjusting their actions to sustain everyday life.
Importantly, this form of agency does not necessarily aim for transformation. In some cases, it may
even contribute to stabilizing existing relations. However, this should not be mistaken for passivity.
Rather, it reflects a situated, pragmatic orientation toward maintaining livable conditions where
possibilities for structural change are limited.
By foregrounding non-withdrawal, the article invites us to reconsider dominant frameworks that equate
agency with resistance or progress. Instead, it draws attention to less visible, often overlooked practices
that nonetheless play a crucial role in shaping social life.
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