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Abstract

This study explores the multifaceted experiences of employed women in accepting
the role of motherhood in Iranian society, a role that dominant discourses portray as
natural, inherent, feminine, and instinctual. Utilizing a grounded theory approach and
conducting in-depth interviews with 17 couples from various social classes and
backgrounds, the research seeks to develop a theoretical explanation of the lived
experience of motherhood. Findings indicate that formal structures, such as maternity
leave policies, reduced working hours, and special support for mothers, despite their
supportive appearance, reinforce the discourse of motherhood as an inherently
feminine role. Simultaneously, media representations—particularly on Instagram—
promote an idealized image of motherhood that intensifies competition, anxiety, and
feelings of inadequacy among many women. Nevertheless, in response to the
pressures of dominant motherhood discourses, women adopt diverse strategies,
including autonomous mothering, shared mothering, role suspension, and redefining
desirable motherhood standards. Narratives of non-biological motherhood (adoption)
and even the rejection of maternal responsibilities further demonstrate that
motherhood is not an instinctual act but a cultural and situational choice. The central
phenomenon derived from this research is “fluid mothering,” which views mothering
not as a predetermined or feminine role but as a dynamic, fluid process contingent
upon social, identity, and structural contexts.
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