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Background and purpose

The quality of the social status and women’s position in any society

can be one of the prominent indicators of the civilizational characteristics
of that society. A group of women called “women-headed households” are
experiencing a more fragile situation because of their duties and
responsibilities. An important issue for this group of women is, firstly, their
increasing number and secondly, a general agreement on their
vulnerability. Since addressing the experiences and relationships of
women-headed households is a missing link in previous studies, the present
study examines the lived experience of women-headed households in
Yasouj with a new and phenomenological perspective and seeks to
discover their worries and concerns.

Method

The research used a hermeneutic phenomenological method (Max Van
Manen, 1990). Van Manen identifies four basic themes in
phenomenological studies, the lived body, lived human relations, lived
time, and lived space, and referred to them as “existence” (Van Manen,
1990). Accordingly, the present study explores the lived experiences of
eleven women-headed households using the purposive sampling method in
Yasouj. In this study, we tried to interview women of different ages and

Received: 17 April 2021 Accepted: 01 July 2021


https://jwfs.alzahra.ac.ir/
https://dx.doi.org/10.22051/jwfs.2021.34799.2634
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4312-7370

The Journal of Woman and Family Studies (2021) Vol. 9, No. 3, Ser.22, pp. 78-101 79

education in working and housewife groups. The data collection method
has been a semi-structured interview with open-ended questions, in which
first a general question was asked in each dimension of lived experiences,
followed by other exploratory questions to further expanding the main
guestion.

Results

The study’s results have been analyzed in four areas that, altogether,
make up the lived world of women-headed households. In relation to lived
relationships, the two main themes of “trying to distance” and “rethinking
relationships” cover most of the social ties of women-headed households.
That is, a significant number of women interviewed have tried to stay away
from others for various reasons, such as lack of trust and fear of abuse, and
stay at home. In response to this situation, some have developed a kind of
rethinking in their relationships and have experienced a new form of
relationship, especially with the “opposite sex.” In fact, relationship with
the opposite sex is the most challenging dimension of these women’s
relationships. In this particular type of relationship, women-headed
households are divided into three categories: conservative (not having a
relationship with the opposite sex), moderates (having few and secret
relationships), and extremists (engaging in risky and uncontrolled sex).
Suppression, due to the fear of being labeled, is the the strategy of
conservatives. Risk-taking and covert relationship is the strategy of the
extremists. And crossing the line, is the end of the extremists. In relation
to lived body, a positive body image is what all women interviewed agree
on. But the two opposing strains of the importance of the body in gaining
the dignity of woman and body as an instrument in meeting the needs in
this lived dimension are opposed to each other. Some suppress their sexual
needs, and others recklessly seek their physical pleasures and the feeling
of joy and attention they get from this, believing that a woman’s body and
femininity are beneficial to them. In the lived space dimension, the
interviewees agreed on the insecurity and toxicity of the real and virtual
living space, as well as dissatisfaction with the rules and an environment
devoid of trust. The uncertainty of time and the conditions that their
situation has created for them become a prominent feature of the lived time
dimension of women-headed households. Time is precarious and
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conditional for them. They are alive but in the hope of their children. They
hope, but contingent upon their work.

Conclusion

The results show that distrust, instability, and toxicity of the space have
overshadowed most women-headed households’ lives. The first changes
took place in their social relations and then have created a new identity and
self-concept for them. Identities that, according to Goffman, were born
through their different social actions (Iman and Golmoradi, 2011) and are
damaged by the stigma of homelessness, loneliness, and singlehood.
Moreover, as Parsons shows in the form of pattern variables, human beings
in his social actions have a mutual relationship with society, and in any
actual situation have to decide how to act (Panahi and Yazdanpanah, 2004);
The resulting categories in the studied dimensions show that the life and
lived experience of women-headed households in Iran suffer from a
structural contradiction. In relation to the lived relationships dimension,
they have either decided to have an excessive relationship or have no
relationship at all. In relation to the lived time, they are so confused that
they do not know what time they live in and what their life depends on. In
relation to their lived body, they either suppress it or, as Foucault (Aghaei
and Khalili, 2017) put it, to increase their bargaining power, they pursue
their ideal self to redefine their individuality in harmony with others
(Turner, 2003). In general, regarding the sexual life dimension of women-
headed households, it can be said that being trapped in a traditional fence,
the lack of protective laws on the sexual needs of women-headed
households, the taboo of sexual needs, and not paying enough attention to
this issue, has caused their sexual needs to be ignored. The result is either
the single and depressed women-headed households women who have
recklessly sought to satisfy their needs beyond all laws and norms. Since
the number of these women is growing in the world and in Iran for various
reasons, it is necessary to help women maintain a dignified and healthy
life, free from promiscuity, to meet their needs through a firm management
policy on women’s issues and by providing legal and cultural
infrastructure. Therefore, planning to empower them, improving their
human-social relations and ties, living in a calm and safe environment, and
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finally creating the best-lived experiences for them must be placed on the
top of the plans of societies and governments’ programs.
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