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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Objectives: In recent decades, infertility has evolved from a purely bi-
ological issue into a multidimensional phenomenon that affects not only women’s bodies,
but also their personal identity, marital relationships, and social position. Studies suggest
that in traditional societies—particularly within male-dominated family structures among
Afghan immigrant communities in Iran—motherhood is treated as the core of wom-
en’s identity. Consequently, infertility may lead to feelings of shame and guilt, reduced
self-esteem, and social exclusion, thereby seriously threatening women’s mental health.

From the perspective of family psychology, this situation can result in marital conflicts,
chronic anxiety, depression, and decreased emotional support. Family pressures trans-
form what is initially framed as a private matter into a broader social crisis in which the
infertile woman faces blame, verbal humiliation, and controlling behaviors. In the context
of migration, these pressures become more complex: economic difficulties, discrimina-
tion, and the need to preserve collective identity reinforce the centrality of reproduction,
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placing women in a dual position of cultural vulnerability and domination.
In this study, sociological theories of power and gender (Foucault, Bourdieu, Goffman,
etc.) are used as an analytical lens to show how direct (objective) violence—such as
humiliation and threats of divorce—and symbolic violence—such as labeling and mor-
al blame—are mutually reproduced. These interlocking forms of violence sustainably
damage family mental health. The aim of this study is to examine these multilayered
processes and to demonstrate how infertility becomes a site for the reproduction of direct
and symbolic violence among Afghan immigrant women, thereby to partially fill gaps in
the existing research literature.
Research Method: This qualitative study focuses on Afghan immigrant women with in-
fertility who narrate their lived experience within traditional kinship contexts. The target
population consisted of women who framed their infertility within traditional family and
kinship structures. First, preliminary interviews were conducted with several women at
Shahid Beheshti Hospital in Kashan. Then, through purposive sampling and snowball
sampling, additional participants were recruited.
In total, eight women (with variation in age ranges, duration of marriage, and treatment
histories) participated in semi-structured, in-depth interviews lasting approximately 45—
60 minutes. All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent and analyzed ac-
cording to principles of confidentiality and research ethics.
Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. After repeated reading of the transcripts,
initial codes were extracted, and then sub-themes and main themes were identified.
Throughout the analysis, sociological theories—Foucault on the body and power, Bour-
dieu on symbolic violence, Goffman on social stigma, and patriarchal theory—were de-
veloped inductively as explanatory frameworks and incorporated into the interpretation
of findings.
Credibility was strengthened through multi-stage review by the research team and limited
member feedback. Instead of relying on “external validity,” the concept of transferability
was used to indicate the extent to which the results may be applicable in similar contexts.
Thus, the findings are presented not as absolute truth, but as an in-depth interpretive ac-
count of infertility and related forms of violence among Afghan immigrant women.
Research Findings: This study involved eight infertile Afghan women residing in Iran
(aged 22-43) from diverse ethnic backgrounds (five Tajik, two Hazara, one Pashtun),

religious affiliations (two Shia, six Sunni), and educational levels (ranging from illiterate
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to a Bachelor’s degree in Biology). Their profound experiences with infertility were illu-
minated through in-depth interviews. Content analysis of these interviews revealed three
main themes of direct violence, labeling/stigmatization, and subjugation and humiliation
by the husband’s family:

1. Direct Violence: Participants reported experiencing physical abuse, forced domestic
chores, death threats, and the unjust exploitation of their labor as “hidden kinship ser-
vants” due to their inability to conceive. These physical actions were explained as punish-
ment of the woman’s “inadequate” body within the patriarchal framework of the extended
family.

2. Labeling and Stigmatization: Derogatory language (e.g., “dry stump,” “dry cow,” and
“barren tree”) was persistently applied to infertile women. These labels not only under-
mined women'’s positive identities but also served as a basis for legitimizing other forms
of violence, which Goffman termed “stigma” and Bourdieu referred to as “symbolic vi-
olence.”

3. Subjugation and Humiliation by the Husband’s Family: Pressure from the mother-in-
law, father-in-law, and other relatives manifested as threats of abandonment, denial of
access to treatment, and narrow-mindedness in family participation. This social structure
perceived infertility as a threat to the family’s “symbolic capital,” justifying oppressive
behaviors in the name of a woman’s perceived deficiency in fertility.

Overall, the results indicate that infertility among Afghan immigrant women is not merely
a medical problem but a multifaceted phenomenon of direct and symbolic violence, re-
produced within the context of extended kinship and patriarchal institutions. This insight
can be valuable for designing supportive interventions with a focus on family psychology
and women’s rights.

Discussion and Conclusion: The research findings suggest that for Afghan migrant
women, infertility is not solely a medical issue. Within the framework of the extended
family and dense kinship networks, this experience is recognized as a failure in the mater-
nal role, making the woman’s body the focal point of judgment, control, and punishment.
From Foucault’s perspective, the “disciplined” woman’s body derives its social value
solely from its reproductive capacity; in cases of infertility, women face unpaid labor,
restricted movement, emotional pressures, and symbolic exclusion. Goffman also high-
lights “social stigmatization”; derogatory labels damage women’s identities, leading to

anxiety, depression, and isolation.



Journal of Islam and Family Psychology. 2026. Spring 2(3): 177-216 ; DOI:10.30471/MSSH.2025.10907.2635

m‘ Journal of Islam and Family Psychology

Rcsc;;c.',};;;}..w of Journal homepage: https:/ipf.rihu.ac.ir//

Hawzah and University

Original Article

Furthermore, this phenomenon aligns with Connell’s model of patriarchy, where child-
bearing is the primary source of a woman’s legitimacy within the family, and infertility
results in a weakened family status. Indigenous Afghan studies corroborate that procre-
ation is a social duty and a measure of a woman’s worth, with infertility linked to de-
pression and spousal violence. Even after migration, the patterns of close kinship and
fertility norms are reproduced; infertile women become “hidden servants,” experiencing
both economic and symbolic domination.

Therefore, medical interventions alone are insufficient. To alleviate the suffering of these
women, integrated family psychotherapy programs, cultural education, and social sup-
port policies—along with addressing the intertwined structures of the extended family
and fertility norms—must be implemented. This research, by integrating the theories of
Foucault, Bourdieu, Goffman, and Connell, presents a comprehensive model of direct,
symbolic, and structural violence. It demonstrates how cultural pressures, patriarchal
structures, and social stigma cyclically govern the infertile woman’s body. Understand-
ing this multi-level linkage is a crucial step toward designing effective support programs.
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women in Iran who participated in this study.
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