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Abstract

Women who carry the stigma of stepmotherhood, in addition to experiencing
suffering and neglect in their living environment, are constantly judged from an
external perspective. In the present study, using a phenomenological method and
relying on the lived experiences of a sample of stepmothers in Sanandaj, an attempt
was made to identify the contexts of stepmotherhood experience, conceptions,
coping styles, and implications of stepmotherhood in life. In this regard, in-depth
interviews were conducted with a sample of 14 stepmothers. The results were
categorized into six main themes: "helplessness", "deception", "attachment",
"oppression and multiple conflict", "distorted interaction and reactive
metamorphosis", and "social exclusion" and finally, the essence of their personal
experience was consolidated into the core theme of "Stepmother Stigma and the Gap
Between Potential and Actual Identity which indicates the separation of women
from an expected reality that being placed in the role of stepmother has caused them
to be abandoned; something that has turned the actual identity of stepmothers into a

fake and imposed construction. Participants considered themselves victims of
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previous stigmas in the public perception, as a result of which they suffered
numerous sufferings as well as missed opportunities in social life.This situation is
despite their efforts to realize their potential and to form an integrated family in

which the dignity of all members is properly recognized.

Keywords: Identity conflict, Social exclusion, stepchild, stepmother, Stigma.

Introduction

A stepmother is a woman who, although married to the father of a child or children,
is not their biological mother and does not have a direct blood relationship with
them. Although the concept of stepmotherhood is culturally dependent and can have
different definitions, meanings, and values depending on various factors, including
customs, religion, law, etc., the meaning that resonates most across different
societies—including Iranian society, particularly in Kurdish regions—is influenced
by folklore, myths, and cultural perceptions. It is often equated with being cruel,
abusive, harsh, jealous, malicious, heartless, ruthless, hateful, unfair, and
unloving.The limited scientific studies conducted on stepmothers have
predominantly focused on their negative and pathological aspects. These studies
have portrayed stepmothers as the primary cause of dissatisfaction, failure, and the
breakdown of blended families due to their irrational behaviors. Meanwhile,
biological mothers are depicted as patient, self-sacrificing, and as the pillars of
family relationships. Consequently, while scientific research on stepmothers is
limited, the dominant cultural image of them remains influenced by negative
perceptions and myths. This not only limits our understanding of the actual
experiences of stepmothers but also perpetuates previous negative stereotypes in
society, leading stepmothers to internalize this identity.

By examining the experiences, roles, and impacts of stepmotherhood in society,
and by exploring the influences of culture, society, and social structures from the
perspective of stepmothers' lived experiences, we can achieve a better understanding
of the role and value of individuals labeled as stepmothers. This, in turn, can help
foster more effective family and social relationships. While acknowledging the
cultural and social contexts of the construction of stepmotherhood, the present study
seeks to understand the lived and unique experiences of stepmotherhood among a
sample of stepmothers in Sanandaj using a qualitative method. Without
understanding the pervasive semantic structure, experiences, and contexts of

repetitive behaviors in this group of women, any labeling would be a form of
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violence against stepmothers and would be considered an imposed classification that
often involves a degree of dogmatism. In this research, instead of adopting an etic
perspective that is imposed on the subject from the outside, the issue of
stepmotherhood is studied from an emic perspective based on the lived experience
of individuals. Accordingly, this research seeks to answer questions such as: "What
are the contexts of stepmother experience?", "What understanding and experience do
stepmothers have of their life as stepmothers?", "How have stepmothers dealt with
the situation of stepmotherhood?", and "What implications does the experience of

stepmotherhood have on the lived lives of these women?"

Materials & Methods

Given the qualitative nature of the present study, descriptive phenomenology was
employed as the research method. In this approach, the researcher, while bracketing
their own presuppositions, describes the knowledge, essence of experience,
awareness, perspective, or shared meaning system of a group of people regarding a
particular concept. The participants were considered the only reliable source for
uncovering the truth and hidden dimensions of the concept. In this study, purposive
sampling was conducted, and 14 mothers aged between 20 and 50 from the city of
Sanandaj were selected and interviewed. After conducting these interviews,
theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that no new data emerged from further
interviews. The interviews were then transcribed and analyzed using Colaizzi’s
seven-step method. To enhance the credibility of the research, the results and data
were reviewed again by both the participants and the researchers.

Discussion & Result

The present study, using the phenomenological method, examines the lived
experiences of stepmothers in the city of Sanandaj. It seeks to identify their
perceptions of becoming a stepmother, their coping strategies, and the personal and
social consequences of stepmotherhood without any preconceptions. Based on data
obtained from interviews with participants, six main themes were identified:
"helplessness”, "deception", "attachment", "oppression and multiple conflict",
"distorted interaction and reactive metamorphosis”, and "social exclusion" and
finally, the essence of their personal experience was consolidated into the core
theme of "Stepmother Stigma and the Gap Between Potential and Actual Identity"

which indicates the separation of women from an expected reality that being placed
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in the role of stepmother has caused them to be abandoned; something that has
turned the actual identity of stepmothers into a fake and imposed construction.

Participants considered common cultural beliefs about stepmothers—such as the
stereotypical image of the wicked and cruel stepmother—to be inaccurate and
unfair. They acknowledged that they had also been influenced by these judgments
and had only achieved semantic reflection through personal experience as
stepmothers. Various studies have also predominantly conceptualized stepmothers in
a negative framework.Some stepmothers attributed their difficulties and obstacles in
forming emotional bonds and nurturing maternal affection to the troublesome
behaviors and interference of stepchildren, as well as the absence of a biological
connection. In contrast, others viewed stepchildren as innocent victims and did not
blame them for their struggles. This group perceived stepmotherhood as a deeply
human and emotional experience, approaching their stepchildren with compassion
and care. Thus, the presence of conflicting emotions among stepmothers toward
their stepchildren is a notable finding.Most stepmothers complained about being
subjected to criticism and control, having their efforts and compassion overlooked,
and failing to attain a respectable position with their husbands. They believed that
the interference of their stepchildren, their husbands’ families, and ex-wives had not
only deprived them of the opportunity to become valued wives and mothers but also
disrupted the upbringing of their stepchildren.

Social Exclusion highlights the consequences of stepmotherhood and consists of
three sub-themes: Stigma, Deprivation, and Dual Response (Persistence or
Withdrawal). Stepmothers faced unwarranted judgments from uninformed individuals,
negative cultural labels, and, consequently, feelings of discrimination, despair, and
demotivation. This led some to isolate themselves and withdraw from family and
social networks as a means of avoiding negative judgment. Such conditions deprived
them of opportunities naturally available to biological mothers, leaving them to
grapple with deprivation, which manifested as feelings of depression, hopelessness,
and failure. Moreover, despite individual differences among participants in terms of
education, employment, age, previous marriage history, and other factors, their

experiences of stepmotherhood were strikingly similar.

Conclusion

In this study, based on the participants' perspectives, stepmotherhood as a stigma

was associated with identity conflicts and crises, and their life world was imbued
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with depression, isolation, and social withdrawal. This is in line with Erving
Goffman's theory, according to which "derogatory descriptions and stigmas act as a
gap between potential and actual identity and a barrier between the individual and
society, and in terms of identity, they destroy the individual from within and put her
in conflict with her community from without, and as a result, they make her
depressed, rejected, and isolated" (Goffman, 1992: 16-37).This aligns with Erving
Goffman’s theory, which posits that stigmatizing attributes create a gap between
potential and actual identity, acting as a barrier between the individual and society.
This process erodes identity from within while also placing the individual in
opposition to their social environment, ultimately leading to depression, exclusion,
and isolation. The situation, which deprived stepmothers of even their existing
possessions, degraded their dignity and self-esteem. This in turn leads to a loss of
efficiency in performing tasks, resulting in a decrease in self-confidence and a

vicious cycle of stepmothers falling into the abyss of degradation upon degradation.
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