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Diverse objectives and multiple perspectives have been employed to resolve the preservation
of family life. A perspective that emphasizes family maintenance strategies is rooted in
gender-prescriptive expectations that are imposed on women within the gendered and mono-
sex—oriented institution of the family. The objective of this investigation is to examine the
strategies of 15 married women through semi-structured interviews, utilizing a grounded
theory approach. The participants were married at the time of the interviews and were
selected through theoretical sampling. The sample was designed to represent the diversity of
marital conditions and the sex composition of children, and it included both employed
women and caregivers. The duration of marriage among participants varied from three to
thirty years. According to the interview data analysis, married women prioritize family life
over their own identity. The core strategy is comprised of three interrelated subsidiary
strategies: extra-individual strategies, which involve the mobilization of spousal capacities to
align with and support the husband; feminine strategies as wives, which involve the
mobilization of spousal capacities to support the husband; and husband-oriented strategies,
which are characterized by prioritizing the husband’s preferences and demands. These
strategies are designed to support the preservation of the family. The Elimination of the Self
entails the partial renunciation of one's individual identity and femininity, as well as the
prioritization of conjugal and maternal identities. While maintaining family life through
high-quality spousal relations, securing the husband’s satisfaction, managing parent-child
relationships—particularly preserving the father’s position in the eyes of children—and
managing family crises, women strive to become the husband's desired spouse and the
children's ideal mother by going through this process.
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Introduction

In the contemporary world, the family is a critical traditional institution that is intermediate
between tradition and modernity (Giddens, 2000; Zahedi & Khezrnezhad, 2013; Behnam,
1996). The persistence of this institution faces a core dilemma: reconciling traditional gender
norms (with distinct duties) with modern egalitarian values. This presents a fundamental
challenge for couples, particularly women. The family is a critical institution for the
perpetuation of unequal gender structures and the primary site of affective commitment
(Jahangiri & Afrasiabi, 2011).

The primary issue of this research is the connection between the "institutional-gendered
position" of the family and the preservation of family life. The family internalizes its norms as a
miniature extension of the public sphere (Sadeghi Fasaei & Erfanmanesh, 2013; Shakouri Rad
& Azad Armaki, 2002). Despite women's advancements in the public sphere (employment,
education), the family's internal rules remain unequal and androcentric due to cultural norms
(emphasizing wifely obedience) and legal supports (Articles 1104, 1117, and 1168 of the
Iranian Civil Code). This institution, which maintains an independent identity, establishes a
gendered procedure that is designed to preserve the conventional gender hierarchy (Behnam,
2014).

A woman's primary responsibility following marriage is to reconcile the tripartite identity of
“womanhood, wifehood, and motherhood” with this institution in this single-sex, hierarchical
structure (Arab Khorasani, 2019). Her agency in this space is directed at negotiating how to
interact with the pre-defined role system. Although this obligation was less demanding during
the traditional era, the current liminal space between tradition and modernity directly conflicts
with “wifely objectification” as women’s social agency emerges (Arab Khorasani, 2020). This
conflict makes preserving the family a complex issue, necessitating a study of women's
strategies in facing it. The primary research query is: What strategies do married women
employ to preserve the family institution under conditions of gender inequality?

Methodology

The grounded theory method was employed to conduct this research, which concentrated on the
lived experiences of married women, within the interpretive paradigm. Through theoretical
sampling with maximal variation, fifteen participants were chosen (Strauss & Corbin, 2015, p.
224). Their marriage experience encompassed a spectrum that encompassed at least one
marriage, employed and housewife statuses, varying educational levels and religious beliefs, the
presence of children of various genders, and the experience of extramarital relationships,
spanning a period of three to thirty years.

The interview questions were semi-structured and commenced with five questions and
continued until theoretical saturation, culminating in twenty questions. Interviews were
conducted for a minimum of one hour and a maximum of three hours. The transcription of each
interview was completed in the shortest possible time, and it was followed by the coding phases
and the writing of an analytical memo. Ultimately, the interviews were axially classified in
relation to one another, resulting in the formation of concepts, categories, and the core category.
In accordance with the researcher's ethical responsibility to maintain trustworthiness, each
individual was assigned a code. The questions were meticulously monitored to guarantee their
validity in relation to the research topic. Furthermore, to ensure credibility, the results were
discussed with some participants as well as with other expert colleagues.

Findings

The fundamental category that was extracted from the data analysis is "Self-Erasure for the
Sake of Life." The degree to which a woman’s personal desires and individual identity are
sacrificed for the stability and continuity of family life is contingent upon the degree of her
dependence on the family institution. This category is shaped by three sets of conditions:
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Causal Conditions: Factors that influence the decision to enter into a marriage, including
marital exigency (forced, supra-individual, escape from social pressure) and vital dependencies
on marriage (economic provision, obtaining respect, and the social identity of “wife”).

Structural (Intervening) Conditions: The gendered language of matrimony, which
encompasses authoritative and hierarchical male communication patterns, the dominance of
male expectations, and the disproportionate burden of maintaining the relationship on women.

Contextual Conditions: The recognition of the fluidity of life; a woman's recognition that
married life is not static and that she must continuously adapt and synchronize herself with the
various life stages of her husband and children (pregnancy, parenting).

Three sets of strategies are employed by women in response to these conditions:

A) Extra-Individual Strategies: Pre-institutionalized solutions, including pre-marital
observation and learning (choosing a husband based on practical criteria) and reliance on
protective extended-family structures (pressure from culture, tradition, religion, and dread of
the consequences of divorce).

B) Wifely Strategies (Focused on the Self): Internal management and restorative
strategies, such as self-redefinition (which involves separating the inner self from external roles,
redefining womanhood and success) and processual relationship management (which ranges
from negotiation and dialogue to empowered silence and threats of separation if necessary).

C) Strategies Directed at the Husband: Strategies that are directed at the focal point of the
family in order to regulate the relationship, such as:

1. Diversifying sources of identity and reducing emotional investment by removing the
husband from the center of attention.
2. Reducing the Husband to a Father (preservating the father for the children and
prioritizing maternal identity),
3. Prioritizing the Husband's Needs (especially sexual needs as a means of regulating the
relationship), and
4. Masculinizing the Self and Life (creating superficial peace by conforming to
masculine interests, priorities, and behavioral patterns).
Discussion and Conclusion
The findings indicate that preserving the family within an unequal gender structure imposes a
heavy cost on women, manifested in the "self-erasure" strategy. This is a calculative
subjectivity that has been established within the framework of the dominant discourse, rather
than an emancipatory agency. Women are "objects" for the perpetuation of gender values;
however, they are also active “subjects” who are responsible for the preservation of the
institution. This paradoxical position provides them with the possibility of exercising micro-
power and agency amid subordination. Strategies ranging from calculated passivity to active
adaptation have been identified.

This research demonstrates that women bear the primary responsibility for the "emotional
labor" and "relational work" associated with maintaining the family. Although this process
creates a deep bond between the woman and the family institution, it often comes at the price of
diminishing her independent individual identity. The ultimate outcome is the woman's
transformation into a "grandmotherly mother" for all family members, including the spouse.
This paradigm is in direct opposition to the aspirations and potential of the younger generation
of women, who are advocating for a more equitable division of labor and the pursuit of personal
objectives. Consequently, the perpetuation of this unequal pattern could result in the formation
of female-headed households, early divorces, or increased marital tensions in the long term.
This research suggests the necessity of rethinking family laws, promoting participatory models
in marital relationships, and conducting further studies on the psychological consequences of
these strategies for women.
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