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Extended Abstract

Introduction:This study investigates the profound influence of culturally embedded
unconscious beliefs on marital relationships among Iranians, addressing a critical gap in
existing literature. While conscious values around marriage in Iran show shifts toward
modernity, unconscious cultural narratives—internalized from birth through familial and
societal transmission—continue to shape partner selection, role expectations, and relationship
dynamics. Drawing on Person's (2006) concept of the "cultural unconscious" and Layton's
(2014) framework of normative unconscious processes, the research posits that these implicit
beliefs perpetuate traditional gender hierarchies and relational patterns despite surface-level
societal changes. Iran's socio-cultural transition creates tension between modern aspirations
(e.g., emotional intimacy, equality) and deep-seated unconscious scripts, contributing to
marital dissatisfaction. Prior Iranian studies have focused on conscious values or structural
aspects of marriage, neglecting the unconscious dimension this study centrally explores.
Methodology:The study employed a qualitative exploratory design using inductive thematic
analysis within a Basic Qualitative Research framework. Through purposive maximum-
variation sampling, 17 married Iranians (10 women, 7 men) aged 24—40, married for 2—5 years,
were recruited. This duration ensured participants were beyond the "honeymoon phase" yet
within the high-risk period for divorce. Semi-structured in-depth interviews, informed by
psychodynamic perspectives, explored life histories, partner selection, and marital
experiences. Interviews (47 min — 3 hr 50 min) were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
analyzed iteratively. Thematic saturation was achieved by the 10th interview. Trustworthiness
was ensured through member checking (participant validation of themes) and peer debriefing
(analysis reviewed by two qualitative experts). Comprehensive documentation and coder
consensus further enhanced reliability.
Findings:Four primary themes emerged from the analysis, revealing powerful unconscious
cultural beliefs:

e Gendered Post-Marriage Roles: Participants unconsciously reinforced traditional

divisions: men as sole breadwinners ("All financial burden is on me as the man") and
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women as primary homemakers, even when employed. This included the belief that
overlapping roles cause conflict, necessitating strict separation ("Inside home is
wife's domain, outside is mine"). Crucially, men were unconsciously positioned at
the hierarchical apex ("I must be the God of the house"), legitimizing male authority
in decision-making.

e Intergenerational Subordination of Women: A deep-seated devaluation of femininity
surfaced, with female participants expressing aversion to stereotypically "feminine"
traits ("I hated being a girl"). This stemmed from internalized childhood experiences
of gender discrimination within families ("My brothers had freedom; I was told to
stay home"). Women also unconsciously embraced self-neglect as virtuous, mirroring
maternal models of extreme self-sacrifice ("I’'m like Iranian mothers: I neglect my
needs for others’ comfort™).

e Socio-Economic Criteria in Partner Selection: While conscious narratives
emphasized emotional connection, unconscious socio-economic factors were pivotal.
Both genders prioritized marrying within their perceived social class ("My wife must
be from our class, like doctors"). Uniquely, all female participants, bar one,
unconsciously selected partners with higher economic status, despite denying this as
a conscious criterion. This reflects the internalized belief that men should be superior
providers, even among educated, financially independent women.

e Primacy of Parental Authority and Marriage Imperative: Parental approval,
particularly the father's, was unconsciously paramount, acting as the ultimate sanction
("If my father disapproved, I wouldn’t argue"). Marriage itself was perceived as an
inevitable, ultimate life goal ("I always felt I must marry; it’s the only right path"),
especially for women, reinforcing traditional life scripts.

No significant gender differences emerged in the expression of these unconscious beliefs,
except for the economic criterion in partner selection. The findings demonstrate a stark
disconnect between conscious modern egalitarian ideals and the persistent operation of
traditional unconscious schemas.

Conclusion:The study reveals that deeply internalized, unconscious cultural beliefs—
particularly rigid gender role assignment, female subordination, socio-economic hierarchies in
partner choice, and parental authority—continue to fundamentally shape marital expectations
and dynamics in Iran, despite conscious espousal of modern values like equality and intimacy.
This tension between conscious aspirations and unconscious scripts creates significant
intrapsychic and interpersonal conflict, hindering relationship satisfaction. Key implications
include:

e Therapeutic Practice: Couple therapists must address these unconscious cultural
layers to resolve conflicts effectively. Interventions should focus on raising
awareness of internalized beliefs, challenging their automatic influence, and fostering
conscious renegotiation of roles and expectations within the relationship.

e Socio-Cultural Understanding: The findings challenge assumptions of linear
modernization in Iranian families. They highlight Iran's unique "transitional" state
where modern conscious values coexist with, and are often undermined by, resilient
unconscious traditional frameworks. The power of the cultural unconscious suggests
that meaningful change requires sustained psycho-education and societal dialogue
alongside structural reforms.

e Research Direction: Future studies should investigate interventions targeting
unconscious beliefs, explore these dynamics in diverse socio-economic and ethnic
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subgroups, and examine long-term marital outcomes (e.g., comparing divorced and
stable couples). Research across different age cohorts could also track the evolution
of these unconscious patterns. Ultimately, acknowledging and addressing the cultural
unconscious is crucial for fostering healthier, more conscious, and satisfying marital
relationships in Iran and similar cultural contexts undergoing rapid social transition.
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