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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this qualitative research is to explore the perception of
Iranian-American women about their sexual-selves and gender role formations.
Additionally, the research discusses issues which contributed to the formation of
their sexual-selves, gender roles, and gender identity, as well as the role culture
plays in the lives of these women. The snowball sampling technique was used to
identify the 24 participants, aged 18 years and older, among the first generation
Iranian-American women living in Southern California, United States. A feminist
perspective was selected to provide the theoretical framework to understand
each woman’s unique experience with respect to her sexual-self and life
circumstances. Narrative analysis was utilized to explore the sexual life stories
via individual in-depth interview. These stories included childhood to marriage
in Iran, the undoing and unlearning process underpinning the development of
their sexual-selves, and the influences of the socio-cultural factors that framed

the experiences of the participants in both their home and host cultures.

Four life stories were selected to provide an in-depth understanding of the
sexual life experiences of these women. While each life story was unique, the
analysis revealed several themes, including the impact of power within family
and larger society from early childhood; the perception of sex as a taboo societal
subject; sex as a ‘sinful act’ for women and a necessity for men; and patriarchy as
a control mechanism in female sexual expression. Themes from the analysis of
the full sample included obedience, passiveness, and secrecy as part of gender
role; limited sexual awareness; tolerance of sexual abuse within and outside
marriage; and the manner in which these women negotiated change as a

consequence of the migration process. A significant research finding was that the



participants have maintained various degrees of attachment to their home
culture. For many, this attachment was not as strong as their drive for self-
determined sexual-self expression. In addition, the women revealed that their
self-concept was not totally suppressed from the home culture, but was present
in a dormant state until new cultural exposure provided new forms of expression
options. The women’s stories reveal clearly the workings of power, self-
monitoring, deceit or misrepresentation, secrecy, shame, fear, guilt, sinfulness,
and an absence of sexually-related education in the shaping of their sexual-

selves.

The thesis argues that the concept of the sexual rights of women has to be
equated with human rights for significant advances to be made in the equality of
women with men. The findings have policy and practice implications of Iranian-
American women benefiting from educational programs and community
discussion groups. Health professionals will see greater therapeutic gain in their
patients by having adequate sensitivity to and familiarity with their patients’
culture and language. Researchers will have an information base from which to
pursue further research, not only with Iranian women, but also with women of

similar cultural backgrounds.
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