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Abstract

This study aimed to analyze the intergenerational transformation of maternal embodiment among three generations of middle-class women
in Tehran. This qualitative study was conducted using an interpretive phenomenological design based on Van Manen’s approach. The
participants consisted of 45 middle-class women in Tehran across three generations, with 15 women selected from each generation.
Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling with maximum variation in age, education, employment status, and
maternal experience. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews focused on pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding,
childcare, bodily changes, perceptions of the maternal body, and meanings attributed to motherhood. Interviews continued until semantic
saturation was achieved. The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, repeatedly reviewed, coded, and analyzed through
interpretive thematic analysis. The interpretive analysis revealed that maternal embodiment could be understood through three cultural
configurations: the ‘“Naturalized Body,” the “Sacrificial and Invisible Body,” and the “Body-as-Project.” In the first generation,
motherhood was perceived as a natural and taken-for-granted extension of womanhood, and the maternal body was rarely experienced as
an independent object of reflection or management. In the second generation, the maternal body acquired moral and symbolic meanings
associated with sacrifice, self-denial, and caregiving responsibility, while its embodied visibility was largely displaced into the private
sphere. In the third generation, the maternal body became a site of choice, reflexivity, specialized care, body management, and identity
negotiation. The findings further indicate that this transformation cannot be reduced to a simple transition from tradition to modernity;
rather, it reflects changing cultural regimes of the body, modes of power, and forms of female agency. The study concludes that
motherhood in contemporary Iran is not merely a biological experience, but a social, cultural, historical, and embodied process shaped
through the interaction of lived experience, medical discourses, cultural norms, and modern reflexive logics.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Motherhood is one of the most fundamental yet historically variable forms of women’s lived experience, where
the biological, social, cultural, moral, and institutional dimensions of life intersect. Although pregnancy,
childbirth, breastfeeding, and childcare may appear to be natural and universal dimensions of motherhood,
contemporary social theory shows that the maternal body is never merely biological; rather, it is produced,
regulated, interpreted, and redefined through cultural meanings, social norms, medical knowledge, gender
expectations, and historical transformations. The sociology of the body has emphasized that the body is not a
passive biological object but a socially constituted and culturally mediated phenomenon shaped by power
relations, institutions, and everyday practices (Schilling, 2012, 2020; Turner, 2008). From a
phenomenological perspective, the body is also the primary medium through which individuals experience the
world, and motherhood can therefore be understood as a deeply embodied experience through which women’s
relations with themselves, their children, family, and society are reorganized (Wang, 2001; Young, 2005).
Studies of maternal embodiment have shown that becoming a mother transforms women’s embodied selves,
produces new negotiations between femininity and maternity, and reshapes the boundaries between self and
other (Bailey, 2001; Platt, 2023; Schmied & Lupton, 2001).

At the same time, motherhood is shaped by dominant cultural ideologies. The concept of intensive mothering
explains how contemporary societies expect mothers to invest extensive emotional, physical, temporal, and
moral resources in childrearing (Hays, 1996; Minnotte, 2023). This moralization of motherhood can intensify
emotional and reproductive labor and can render mothers’ bodily fatigue, pain, and personal needs less visible
(English & Brown, 2023). The construction of the “good mother” further regulates women’s conduct by
linking maternal worth to sacrifice, responsibility, bodily discipline, and constant availability (Bobel, 2002;
Johnston & Swanson, 2006). Feminist and sociological discussions have also shown that women’s bodies
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are often subject to contradictory expectations, including care, modesty, fertility, attractiveness, and self-
control (Miller, 2005, 2007; Ussher, 2006). Medicalization has added another layer to this process:
pregnancy and childbirth have increasingly become fields of expert observation, risk assessment, technological
intervention, and bodily surveillance (Foucault, 2003; Lupton, 2012; Neiterman, 2013). Within late
modernity, the body has also become a reflexive project, requiring continuous management, planning,
monitoring, and optimization (Giddens, 2005).

In the Iranian context, motherhood has been historically shaped by family structures, religious and moral
expectations, women’s education, medicalization, state policies, and changing models of femininity. Historical
and sociological studies show that maternal identity in Iran has been linked to citizenship, education, family
reform, childrearing, and cultural reproduction (Bagheri, 2013; Hosseini, 2021; Hosseini Noodadi, 2021;
Kashani-Sabet, 2025; Ramehdar & Ramehdar, 2025). Recent Iranian studies have also examined
transformations in the meaning of motherhood, elective cesarean section, women’s lived bodies, parenting,
cultural capital, and the fluidity of maternal subjectivity (Davami, 2023; Farshadi & Vosoughi, 2020;
Javaheri & Hashemikhah, 2016; Khadem-Saba & Bolouri, 2025; Khalifeh-Soltani et al., 2021; Madani
Qahfarokhi & Safari, 2020). Methodologically, qualitative and interpretive approaches are especially
appropriate for studying such experiences because they allow researchers to access the meanings embedded in
women’s narratives and lived bodily accounts (Flick, 2008; Navab et al., 2016). Moreover, a generational
perspective is necessary because different generations experience motherhood within distinct historical,
cultural, and institutional conditions (Mauger, 2020). Accordingly, this study aimed to analyze the
intergenerational transformation of maternal embodiment among three generations of middle-class women in
Tehran, focusing on the transition from the “Naturalized Body” to the “Sacrificial and Invisible Body” and
finally to the “Body-as-Project.”

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted using a qualitative design based on interpretive phenomenology. This approach was
selected because the purpose of the research was to understand the lived meanings of maternal embodiment
and to interpret the cultural and intergenerational structures embedded in women’s narratives. The field of the
study was Tehran, and the participants consisted of middle-class women who had experienced motherhood
across three different generations. A total of 45 women participated in the study, with 15 participants selected
from each generation. Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling with maximum
variation in age, education, employment status, family background, and maternal experience. The inclusion
criteria were having lived experience of motherhood, belonging to the urban middle class, and being positioned
within one of the three generational groups under study.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interview guide focused on women’s
lived experiences of pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, childcare, bodily changes, perceptions of the
maternal body, care practices, feelings toward the body, and the relationship between femininity and
motherhood. The questions were open-ended and flexible, allowing participants to narrate their experiences in
their own terms. Follow-up questions were used to clarify meanings and deepen the narratives. Interviews
lasted between 90 and 180 minutes and continued until semantic saturation was reached. All interviews were
conducted with informed consent, recorded, transcribed verbatim, and prepared for analysis. Ethical
considerations included voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity, and the right to withdraw at any
stage of the study.

Data analysis was conducted using interpretive thematic analysis based on Van Manen’s phenomenological
approach. First, interview transcripts were read repeatedly to gain a holistic understanding of participants’
lived experiences. Meaningful statements related to pregnancy, childbirth, bodily change, maternal identity,
visibility, sacrifice, bodily management, and female agency were then extracted and coded. Similar codes were
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grouped into subthemes, and subthemes were organized into main themes through continuous movement
between the data, emerging interpretations, and the conceptual framework. To enhance trustworthiness, the
study used prolonged engagement with the data, repeated comparison of codes, documentation of analytic
decisions, use of direct quotations, member checking with selected participants, and reflexive note-taking.
Since the researcher had personal experience of motherhood, reflexivity was used throughout the research
process to prevent the imposition of personal assumptions on participants’ narratives.

Findings

The analysis showed that maternal embodiment among three generations of middle-class women in Tehran
can be understood through three major cultural configurations: the “Naturalized Body,” the “Sacrificial and
Invisible Body,” and the “Body-as-Project.” These configurations indicate that maternal embodiment has not
remained stable across generations; rather, it has been redefined in relation to changing cultural norms, medical
discourses, social expectations, and forms of female agency.

In the first generation, the dominant configuration was the Naturalized Body. In this generation, motherhood
was perceived as a natural, self-evident, and expected continuation of womanhood. Participants described
pregnancy and childbirth as ordinary parts of women’s lives rather than as experiences requiring extensive
reflection, planning, or bodily management. The maternal body was largely integrated into the feminine body,
and there was no clear separation between being a woman and becoming a mother. Bodily changes caused by
pregnancy and childbirth were understood as part of the natural course of life, and the maternal body was not
yet an independent object of public discussion or personal management. However, this did not mean that
women were indifferent to their bodies. Rather, bodily concern was primarily connected to femininity, social
appearance, and returning to the pre-pregnancy body. Thus, the maternal body was present but not fully
articulated as a distinct embodied identity.

In the second generation, the dominant configuration was the Sacrificial and Invisible Body. In this generation,
motherhood acquired a stronger moral and symbolic value. The maternal body was defined through care,
sacrifice, endurance, responsibility, and self-denial. Participants’ narratives revealed that maternal worth was
closely associated with the ability to tolerate pain, prioritize the child and family, and suppress individual
bodily needs. At the same time, the maternal body became less visible in public space. Pregnancy,
breastfeeding, and bodily signs of motherhood were often displaced into the private sphere or managed through
concealment. The body of the mother was valued for its caring function but was rarely recognized as a body
with its own needs, fatigue, pain, and desires. This produced a dual condition: motherhood was symbolically
elevated, but the lived embodied experience of the mother remained largely invisible.

In the third generation, the dominant configuration was the Body-as-Project. In this generation, the maternal
body became an object of choice, planning, reflexivity, care, and management. Women described active
decision-making regarding the timing of pregnancy, type of childbirth, choice of physician, hospital, prenatal
care, nutrition, exercise, body image, postpartum recovery, and psychological well-being. Unlike previous
generations, the maternal body was more open to discussion, representation, and negotiation. Participants used
medical services, social media, photography, fitness practices, and specialized care to manage and narrate their
maternal bodies. However, this configuration was not purely liberating. The body-as-project also created new
forms of pressure, including the expectation to be an informed mother, maintain bodily fitness, recover quickly
after childbirth, and manage both femininity and motherhood successfully. Therefore, the third generation
experienced greater agency but also greater self-monitoring and responsibility.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the transformation of maternal embodiment in contemporary Iran cannot be reduced
to a simple linear movement from tradition to modernity or from oppression to freedom. Instead, each
generation experienced the maternal body within a specific cultural regime. In the first generation, the maternal
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body was naturalized and merged with womanhood. In the second generation, it was moralized, sacrificial,
and rendered invisible. In the third generation, it became reflexive, manageable, and project-like. These shifts
demonstrate that the maternal body is not a fixed biological reality but a historically and culturally produced
form of embodied experience.

The most important theoretical contribution of this study is the identification of the “Sacrificial and Invisible
Body” as an intermediate configuration between the Naturalized Body and the Body-as-Project. This concept
shows that the transformation of maternal embodiment does not occur through a direct transition from natural
motherhood to reflexive motherhood. Rather, there is a middle formation in which motherhood gains moral
and symbolic value while the mother’s embodied needs are simultaneously concealed or marginalized. This
finding helps explain the complexity of maternal experience in contexts where family values, moral
expectations, medical change, and gender norms overlap.

Overall, the study concludes that motherhood in contemporary Iran is not merely a biological event or a private
family role. It is a social, cultural, historical, and embodied process shaped by lived experience, generational
location, medical discourses, cultural norms, and changing forms of female agency. The movement from the
Naturalized Body to the Sacrificial and Invisible Body and finally to the Body-as-Project reflects broader
transformations in Iranian society, including shifts in femininity, family, medical authority, public visibility,
and identity formation. The findings suggest that any analysis of motherhood must take the maternal body
seriously as a site where power, care, identity, memory, and agency are negotiated across generations.

References

Bagheri, F. (2013). The Parent-Child Communication Pattern: A Theoretical Model of Parenting Based on Islamic
Ontology and Anthropology. Educational Sciences from the Perspective of Islam, 1, 5-40.

Bailey, L. (2001). Gender Shows: First-Time Mothers and Embodied Selves. Gender & Society, 15(1), 110-129.
https://doi.org/10.1177/089124301015001007

Bobel, C. (2002). The Paradox of Natural Mothering. Temple University Press.

Davami, A. (2023). The Role of Mothers' Parenting Styles and Family Cultural Capital. Cultural Psychology of
Women(56), 108-116.

English, C., & Brown, G. (2023). My Mum Is on Strike! Social Reproduction and the Emotional Labour of Mothering
Work in Neoliberal Britain. Gender, Work & Organization, 30(6), 1941-1959.
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.13005

Farshadi, F., & Vosoughi, M. (2020). Transformation of the Meaning of Motherhood and the Formation of the Family
in the Context of Medicalization. Iranian Anthropology Researches, 10(20), 259-286.

Flick, U. (2008). An Introduction to Qualitative Research (H. Jalili, Trans.). Ney Publishing.

Foucault, M. (2003). Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-1976. Picador.

Fox, B., & Neiterman, E. (2015). Embodied Motherhood: Women's Feelings About Their Postpartum Bodies.
Gender & Society, 29(5), 670-693. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243215591598

Giddens, A. (2005). Global Perspectives (M. Jalaeipour, Trans.). Tarh-e No.

Hays, S. (1996). The Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood. Yale University Press.

Hosseini, M. (2021). New Motherhood and Women's Education in the Reza Shah Era. Quarterly Journal of the
History of Islam and Iran(52), 36.

Hosseini Noodadi, S. A. (2021). The Role of the Mother in Child-Rearing from the Perspective of the Qur'an.
Approach to Religious Culture(15-16), 5-42.

Javaheri, F., & Hashemikhah, Z. (2016). The Lived Experience of Elective Cesarean Section in Tehran. Strategic
studies of women(71), 7-28.

Johnston, D. D., & Swanson, D. H. (2006). Constructing the Good Mother. Sex Roles, 54(7-8), 509-519.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-006-9021-x

Kashani-Sabet, F. (2025). Conceiving Citizens. Bidgol Publishing.

Khadem-Saba, P., & Bolouri, M. (2025). Boundaries of Motherhood: Narratives of Fluidity, Resistance, and
Redefinition of Women's Experience of Motherhood. Sociological Researches, 19(3), 68-81.

Khalifeh-Soltani, S. S., Fathi Vajargah, K., Fazeli, N., Arefi, M., & Mehran, G. (2021). The Reshaping of Women's
Subjectivity and Fluid Motherhood. Women's Research Letter, 12(2), 35-61.

Lupton, D. (2012). Medicine as Culture (3rd ed.). SAGE.


https://doi.org/10.1177/089124301015001007
https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.13005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243215591598
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-006-9021-x

AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

Madani Qahfarokhi, S., & Safari, K. (2020). The Lived Body: The Struggle Between Society and the Body.
Sociological studies(56), 289-313.

Mauger, G. (2020). Age Periods and Generations (H. Gholipour, Trans.). Shiraze Publishing.

Miller, T. (2005). Making Sense of Motherhood. Cambridge University Press.

Miller, T. (2007). Is This What Motherhood Is All About? Gender & Society, 21(3), 337-358.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243207300561

Minnotte, K. L. (2023). Decentering Intensive Mothering. Sociology Compass, 17(8), €13095.
https://doi.org/10.1111/so0c4.13095

Navab, E., Abbasi, M., & Saeedi, M. (2016). Phenomenology: With a Focus on Van Manen's Method. Andisheh
Rafie.

Neiterman, E. (2013). Sharing Bodies: The Biomedical Model of Pregnancy. Healthcare Policy, 9(S), 112-125.

Platt, L. (2023). Haecceity of Becoming-Mother. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 52(4), 531-554.
https://doi.org/10.1177/08912416221144716

Ramehdar, M., & Ramehdar, M. (2025). Analysis of Child-Rearing Styles Based on Islamic Teachings. Humanities
and Islamic Sciences in the Third Millennium, 9(1), 44-52.

Schilling, C. (2012). The Body and Social Theory (3rd ed.). SAGE.

Schilling, C. (2020). The Body: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University Press.

Schmied, V., & Lupton, D. (2001). The Externality of the Inside: Body Images of Pregnancy. Nursing Inquiry, 8, 32-
40.

Turner, B. S. (2008). The Body and Society. SAGE.

Ussher, J. M. (2006). Managing the Monstrous Feminine. Routledge.

Wang, Y. (2001). Body and Perception: A Study of Merleau-Ponty's Theory of the Body. Nursing Inquiry, 8, 32-40.

Young, I. M. (2005). On Female Body Experience. Oxford University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243207300561
https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.13095
https://doi.org/10.1177/08912416221144716

