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Abstract Original Article

Background and aim: Marital intimacy is a fundamental component of the quality of marital relationships and family
well-being. However, the social and relational mechanisms contributing to its erosion have received comparatively
limited attention. This study aimed to explain the process of reproducing gender domination and how it is linked to the
erosion of marital intimacy.

Data and method: This qualitative study employed Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory approach. Participants
were 29 married women and men from Yazd, Iran, selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using initial, focused, and theoretical coding, constant
comparison, and theoretical memo-writing.

Findings: The findings showed that gender domination does not directly reduce marital intimacy; rather, it operates
through a gradual and cumulative process. The reproduction of gender norms and unequal power relations constrains
couples’ capacity to recognize each other’s needs and provide responsive care. This disruption weakens mutual
recognition and perceptions of relational justice, ultimately leading to the erosion of emotional capital and a decline in
marital intimacy. Based on these findings, a processual model of the Care-Bonding Cycle of Erosion was
conceptualized.

Conclusion: The model demonstrates that marital intimacy develops through a dynamic cycle of need recognition,
caring responsiveness, mutual recognition, and relational justice. Disruption of this cycle shifts the relationship from a
pathway of care-based bonding toward a pathway of erosion. The primary contribution of this study is its processual
explanation of how unequal power relations are transformed into the gradual erosion of emotional bonds within marital
life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marital intimacy is a central dimension of couple relationship quality and family well-being.
However, existing research has often explained intimacy primarily through individual and
psychological factors, such as attachment, personality, emotional intelligence, communication
skills, and relationship satisfaction. These factors provide only a partial account of how social
structures, gender norms, and power relations shape everyday intimate experiences. Less attention
has been given to the processes through which unequal gender relations become embedded in
ordinary marital practices and gradually undermine the relational conditions through which
intimacy is produced and sustained.

Research on intimate relationships highlights perceived partner responsiveness, emotional support,
mutual care, and constructive interaction as foundations of relationship quality (Reis & Shaver,
1988; Reis et al., 2004; Feeney & Collins, 2015). Intimacy develops when partners experience one
another as understanding, validating, and responsive to their needs. At the same time, theories of
gender order and symbolic domination show that intimate relationships are embedded in systems of
gendered expectations and unequal power relations (Bourdieu, 2001; Ridgeway, 2011). Gender
inequality may be reproduced through everyday practices such as unequal domestic labor,
asymmetrical decision-making, gendered emotional work, and the normalization of women’s
sacrifice. The present study integrates these perspectives by conceptualizing care as a relational
mechanism through which structural inequality is translated into everyday experiences of intimacy.

Care involves recognition of needs, responsive action, respect, and acknowledgment of a partner’s
value and dignity. When care is voluntary, reciprocal, and perceived as fair, it can strengthen trust,
emotional security, mutual recognition, and relational attachment; when it becomes gendered,
obligatory, and asymmetrical, its capacity to generate intimacy progressively declines. The study
therefore aimed to explain how gendered domination is reproduced within marital relationships and
through what relational mechanisms it contributes to the gradual erosion of marital intimacy.

Methods and Data

The study employed a qualitative design based on Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory to
develop a processual explanation grounded in participants’ lived experiences. It was conducted in
Yazd, Iran, with 29 married participants selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling.
Participants were 25—49 years old and had been married for 5-18 years. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 90—120 minutes and addressing marital
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power, decision-making, division of responsibilities, perceived fairness or inequality, care,
emotional expression, recognition or neglect, and their effects on intimacy. Line-by-line initial
coding was followed by focused and theoretical coding until theoretical sufficiency was achieved.
Credibility was strengthened through repeated review of interviews, direct quotations, expert
review, participant feedback, and systematic documentation.

Findings

The analysis generated a processual model comprising four interconnected stages: reproduction of
gendered domination, disruption of the care process, relational rupture, and erosion of marital
intimacy. The first stage involved asymmetrical power distribution, unilateral decision-making,
economic control, naturalized gender inequality, gendered domestic labor, and patriarchal
expectations. Men were more often positioned as decision-makers and economic authorities, while
women were expected to accommodate, sacrifice, maintain family harmony, and assume
disproportionate domestic and emotional responsibilities. Thus, gender domination was reproduced
largely through normalized everyday practices rather than overt coercion.

The second stage was disruption of the care process. Gendered inequality constrained partners’
ability to recognize and respond to one another’s emotional and practical needs. Emotional neglect,
dismissal of feelings, instrumental responses, and unequal caring responsibilities transformed care
from a reciprocal practice into a largely one-sided and gendered obligation. Women frequently
described responsibility for family members’ emotional well-being, childcare, conflict management,
and household stability, while their own needs for support and recognition remained less visible.
The third stage involved relational rupture and weakening mutual recognition. Repeated failures of
care responsiveness encouraged protective silence, emotional avoidance, suppression of feelings,
and withdrawal. Participants increasingly avoided expressing dissatisfaction or seeking support
when previous attempts had been ignored, minimized, or converted into conflict. Consequently,
emotional disclosure and expectations of being understood declined, weakening the experience of
being seen, heard, and valued. Perceptions of relational injustice also intensified as caring efforts
became invisible or taken for granted.

The final stage was cumulative erosion of marital intimacy. This decline was described not as the
consequence of a single crisis, but as an accumulation of neglect, inadequate care, silence,
emotional distance, diminished trust, reduced belonging, and declining marital satisfaction. Couples
could continue living together and performing marital roles while increasingly experiencing
emotional distance or merely cohabitation. Intimacy erosion was therefore understood as gradual
depletion of  emotional capital and weakening of  the couple bond.
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These findings led to the Processual Model of the Erosion of the Care-Bonding Cycle. The model
indicates that gendered domination does not directly and mechanically reduce intimacy; rather, it
disrupts the relational cycle through which intimacy is continuously reproduced. Under relatively
equitable conditions, recognition of needs, care responsiveness, mutual recognition, and relational
justice reinforce one another and reproduce emotional capital. Under unequal power conditions, this

cycle progressively shifts from care-based bonding toward relational
erosion.
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Conclusion and Discussion

The study’s contribution is identifying the relational mechanisms through which unequal power
becomes translated into the gradual erosion of emotional bonds. Gendered norms shape the
distribution of voice, resources, responsibilities, and recognition; these inequalities constrain need
recognition and care responsiveness. As care becomes asymmetrical, mutual recognition and
relational justice weaken, encouraging protective silence, emotional withdrawal, and depletion of
emotional capital. Thus, care, recognition, and justice are interconnected mechanisms through
which intimacy is reproduced or eroded. The study also contributes to the sociology of family by
connecting macro-level gendered power with the micro-level experience of being cared for,
recognized, valued, and treated fairly. Sustaining marital intimacy therefore requires not only
communication and emotional skills, but also reciprocity in care, equitable decision-making,
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recognition of unpaid and emotional labor, and transformation of gendered expectations that
normalize asymmetrical responsibility.
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