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Introduction

In recent decades, profound social, cultural, and economic transformations in Iran
have significantly reshaped patterns of intimate and family relationships. One of the
most visible manifestations of these changes is the emergence and growing
prevalence of cohabitation—living together without formal marriage registration—
especially in large metropolitan areas. This phenomenon, often referred to as “white
marriage” in the Iranian public sphere, occupies a liminal space between tradition
and modernity. It simultaneously reflects the rise of individualism and faces cultural
stigmatization, legal vacuum, and social instability. This study focuses on Tehran
with the aim of exploring the structural conditions, lived experiences, subjective
meanings, and consequences of cohabitation among young people.

Literature Review

International scholarship has shown that cohabitation in modern societies reflects a
redefinition of family, intimacy, and gender relations (Bumpass & Lu, 2000;
Kiernan, 2004; Seltzer, 2000; Smock, 2000). Theoretical approaches link the rise of
cohabitation to increasing individualization, the shift from institutionalized marriage
to flexible partnerships, and the expansion of personal choice. In Iran, limited
studies have discussed cohabitation mainly as a way to escape familial control and
economic pressures. However, these studies are often descriptive or moralistic and
rarely employ robust theoretical frameworks or explanatory qualitative methods.
This research draws on grounded theory and the theoretical perspectives of Anthony
Giddens and Zygmunt Bauman to analyze cohabitation not as mere deviation from
social norms but as a social practice embedded in broader structural transformations.
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Methodology

This qualitative study is based on the Grounded Theory approach. Data were
collected through 17 semi-structured, in-depth interviews with men and women aged
20 to 35 who have experienced cohabitation in Tehran. Participants were selected
through purposive and snowball sampling to capture gender, class, and family
background diversity. Data analysis followed three stages—open, axial, and
selective coding—resulting in a conceptual framework built around contextual,
causal, intervening, strategic, and consequential categories. Data validity was
ensured through participant validation and analytic triangulation. The theoretical
framework combines Giddens’ concept of the “pure relationship” and Bauman’s
idea of “liquid relationships,” allowing for an analysis of both agency and structural
dimensions.

Results

The analysis yielded five core themes:

1. Contextual Conditions: Migration to Tehran, high living costs, reduced family
surveillance, generational gaps, the weakening of traditional authority, and the
expansion of new private spaces have created fertile ground for cohabitation.
Participants often framed cohabitation as a response to “urban life without support”
and “economic hardship.”

2. Causal Conditions: Dissatisfaction with traditional marriage patterns, economic
and social pressures, negative experiences with family and friends’ marriages, and
the desire for more egalitarian and flexible relationships were key motivations for
entering cohabiting arrangements.

3. Intervening Conditions: The expansion of social and cultural media, the erosion of
traditional institutions (such as family and religion), and the emergence of new
discourses on individualism and gender contributed to reinforcing this phenomenon.

4. Strategies of Actors: Participants described cohabitation as a means of “freedom
of choice,” “testing a relationship before marriage,” “preserving personal
autonomy,” and “avoiding formal commitments.” Many women also saw it as an
opportunity to “renegotiate gender roles.”

5. Consequences: While cohabitation enables more flexible and egalitarian
relationships, it also produces multiple vulnerabilities, especially for women:
familial rejection, legal precarity, anxiety due to secrecy, psychological instability,
and insecurity. On a structural level, the findings point to declining interest in formal
marriage, the weakening of the family as a social institution, and widening value

gaps.
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Discussion

Drawing on Giddens’ theory of the “pure relationship,” cohabitation in Tehran can
be understood as a form of intimate relationship grounded in personal satisfaction,
free choice, and communicative negotiation, rather than institutional and social
obligations. However, unlike in Western societies, such relationships in Iran
encounter cultural resistance and a lack of institutional support. From Bauman’s
perspective, cohabitation exemplifies the “liquidity of relationships” in late
modernity—relationships that offer autonomy but also insecurity in the absence of
legal and institutional protection. This duality of freedom and insecurity is clearly
reflected in participants’ narratives: they experience both a sense of liberation and an
underlying anxiety stemming from instability and vulnerability.

Conclusion

Cohabitation in Tehran must be analyzed at the intersection of structure and agency.
It is neither merely a deviation from traditional norms nor a straightforward symbol
of modernity, but rather a social practice shaped by structural changes, economic
pressures, and institutional gaps. While cohabitation allows young people to
experience more equal and flexible relationships, it simultaneously exposes them to
legal, social, and psychological vulnerabilities. This paradox lies at the heart of
Bauman’s “liquid modernity”: relationships that promise freedom but undermine
security. A productive social and policy response to this phenomenon requires
realistic engagement, open public dialogue, and efforts to bridge the gap between
legal frameworks and lived realities, rather than denial or repression.

Keywords: Grounded Study, Cohabiting Relationships, Modernity, Transformation
of Gender relations, Individualism
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1. theoretical variation
2. constant comparative method
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1. Lincoln & Guba

2. Confirmability

3. Transferability

4. analytic generalization
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