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Introduction

This qualitative study, employing an interpretive phenomenological approach, sought to uncover the structure of the lived experience
of poverty among female-headed households in Bamyan City, Afghanistan. The theoretical framework was anchored in the concept
of the "lifeworld" and the subjective perceptions of Afghan women regarding their experiences of impoverishment. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with 30 Afghan women, who were selected by using purposive and
snowball sampling techniques. The interviews were carried out in safe and trusted settings, being audio-recorded with informed
consent, transcribed verbatim, and subsequently analyzed through thematic analysis within a phenomenological framework following
the sequential steps of familiarization, coding, theme development, and interpretation. The findings revealed that the core of the
poverty experience for these women was encapsulated in 3 interconnected main themes: Livelihood Distress—encompassing the daily
struggle for survival marked by chronic food insecurity, inadequate shelter, inability to afford healthcare, and persistent pressure to
meet basic needs; Psychosocial Exhaustion—characterized by the erosion of self-esteem, internalized shame, feelings of
worthlessness, chronic anxiety, and systematic social exclusion; and Multidimensional Pressure—reflecting the destructive interplay
of material, physical, and psychological deprivations that mutually reinforced one another in a vicious spiral. Together, these themes
constituted a unified experiential structure, in which poverty was revealed not merely as an economic deficit, but as a pervasive,
multilayered, and debilitating existential condition that undermined both the individual and social identity of Afghan women, trapping
them in a relentless cycle of material and psychological deprivation.

Materials & Methods

This qualitative phenomenological study was conducted in
Bamyan City, Afghanistan, employing in-depth, semi-
structured interviews to explore the lived experiences of 30
female heads of households. Data collection took place during
the summer of 2024, a period characterized by significant

socio-political restrictions on women's public presence. To
navigate these barriers, all interviews were conducted by a
trained female researcher in safe and trusted settings, primarily
within the participants' own homes. The interviews captured
the women's perceptions, understandings, and experiential
narratives of poverty, revealing how they navigated daily
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economic hardship while simultaneously contending with
entrenched  patriarchal ~ structures and  gender-based
constraints. The data were analyzed by using Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which involved a
continuous hermeneutic process of moving between the parts
and the whole of the transcripts. This iterative approach
facilitated the identification of emergent themes, which were
subsequently clustered into superordinate categories, thereby
enabling a rich and nuanced interpretation of the participants'
lived realities.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion
Adopting an interpretive phenomenological approach, this
study sought to illuminate the lifeworld of female-headed
households in Bamyan from the horizon of their own
consciousness, moving beyond reductive objective indicators
of poverty. What emerged from the depths of these Afghan
women's narratives was not a static depiction of deprivation,
but rather a dynamic, cumulative, and ontologically grounded
structure of poverty that pervaded their entire existence. The
central essence extracted through phenomenological analysis
was identified as multidimensional pressure—the shared
experiential core of poverty arising from the convergence and
mutual intensification of material, housing, psychological, and
social deprivations. From these women's perspectives, poverty
transcended economic insufficiency to become an existential
condition that fundamentally defined their being-in-the-world.
In their lived experience, livelihood deprivation
manifested not merely as food insecurity, but as the systematic
obstruction of pathways to opportunity. Participants revealed
that even educational capital failed to serve as a means of
emancipation; The precarious employment structures of
Afghanistan confined educated women to unstable, low-
income work, thereby transforming poverty from a temporary
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hardship into a chronic, structural entrapment. Housing
deprivation, in turn, represented a form of ontological
insecurity—constant threats of eviction and persistent rent
anxieties stripped shelter of its protective function, turning the
home into a source of chronic distress that eroded both dignity
and future-oriented thinking.

Psychologically, these Afghan women experienced a
profound internalization of poverty. Their narratives reflected
not simply material lack, but a deep-seated devaluation,
internalized shame, and collapsed self-worth. This
psychological ~ burden  extended intergenerationally,
manifesting in perpetual anxiety over their children's futures.
The “poverty trap" emerged as a form of learned
helplessness—repeated failures and the absence of
institutional support leading them to perceive poverty as an
inescapable destiny, thereby eroding personal agency and
emptying future horizons of possibility.

From their standpoint, social withdrawal constituted not a
voluntary choice, but a survival strategy adopted in response
to humiliating interactions and the judgmental societal gaze.
Paradoxically, however, this defensive isolation had deepened
poverty by dissolving support networks and restricting access
to opportunities. Through these women's eyes, poverty
operated as an escalating, self-reinforcing process that
progressively degraded family functioning, social bonds, and
future prospects. Their lived experiences underscored that
effective interventions must simultaneously address
multidimensional pressures while restoring human dignity—
through sustainable housing, non-stigmatizing empowerment
programs, mental health services, and cultivation of collective
agency.

Keywords: Impoverished Life, Female-Headed Households,
Poverty, Lived Experience, Bamyan City.
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Fig 1- Bamyan Afghanistan
Source: TUBS. (2020). Bamyan in Afghanistan [SVG map]. Wikimedia Commons.
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