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1. Introduction

Early marriage, or child marriage—typically defined as marriage before the age of
18—is a complex socio-cultural issue with profound individual and structural
consequences. According to UNICEF (2023), approximately 640 million girls and
women worldwide were married before the age of 18. Despite a decline in the global
rate, statistics in Iran indicate a persistent rate of 17-20%, with an upward trend
observed in recent years (2020-2021). This phenomenon, permitted under specific
conditions in Article 1041 of the Iranian Civil Code, is associated with significant
physical, psychological, educational, and social repercussions. While previous
studies have often adopted a reductionist perspective, attributing child marriage
solely to absolute poverty or tribal traditions, this study aims to fill this gap by
exploring the backgrounds and lived experiences of girls who have experienced
child marriage in the metropolis of Mashhad, ultimately providing a comprehensive
typology of the phenomenon.

2. Literature Review & Theoretical Framework

A review of both domestic and international literature (e.g., Raj et al., 2019; Pesaki
et al.,, 2021; Jones et al., 2025; Afrasiabi et al., 2023; Kabiri & Valaei, 2024)
indicates that poverty, family pressure, and cultural norms are significant drivers of
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this phenomenon. However, there is a clear lack of typological studies in the urban
and marginalized contexts of Mashhad. This study employs an integrated theoretical
framework, drawing upon Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of social reproduction to
understand economic and cultural capital as mechanisms of survival, Becker’s
(1991) rational choice theory to analyze family decision-making, Silver’s (1994)
social exclusion theory, Weber’s approach to social action (specifically traditional
and affective action), and finally, feminist perspectives and the capabilities approach
to analyze the level of agency, patriarchal dominance, and the constraints on
adolescent girls’ autonomy.

3. Methodology

This research utilized a qualitative approach employing thematic analysis based on
the six-stage model of Braun and Clarke (2006). The study population consisted of
girls who married before the age of 18 and had visited the Mashhad Family Courts
to obtain a “maturity certificate” (Hokm-e Roshd). Using purposive and snowball
sampling, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with 30 girls aged 13
to 18 (whose age at marriage was between 13 and 17). Interviews lasted between 30
and 60 minutes and focused on motivations for marriage, circumstances of the
union, the family of origin, and marital experiences. Throughout the process, ethical
principles, including informed consent and confidentiality, were strictly observed.

4. Results

Thematic analysis revealed that child marriage is not a monolithic action; rather, it
exists on a spectrum ranging from “complete deprivation of agency” to “reduced or
emotional agency.” Five main typologies were identified:

1. Escapist (Refuge-seeking) Child Bride: This type emerges in contexts of
structural insecurity, chronic tension, divorce, or parental addiction. Marriage here is
not a conscious choice but a mechanism to escape the family of origin, characterized
by reactive agency and early regret.

2. Tradition-Accepting (Passive) Child Bride: Marriage is perceived as a
religious/customary duty and a natural life path in traditional families. In this type,
individual agency is absent, and girls are completely submissive to parental
hegemony.

3. Emotional/Romantic Child Bride: Occurring in relatively stable families, this
type is based on romantic fantasies, the search for idealized affection, and emotional
actions (Weberian approach) stemming from cognitive immaturity.

4. Goal-Oriented but Immature (Independence-seeking) Child Bride: Girls in
middle-income families view marriage as a strategic tool to achieve independence
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and enter adulthood; however, this agency is “false” and immature due to a lack of
lived experience.

5. Structurally-Coerced Child Bride: Emerging in contexts of absolute poverty,
extreme financial dependence, and intense patriarchal dominance, marriage acts as
the family’s deterministic economic strategy to reduce financial burden, resulting in
the complete deprivation of the girl’s individual will.

5. Discussion & Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that child marriage is a multifaceted phenomenon
that cannot be reduced solely to poverty or tradition. Consistent with previous
studies, poverty and patriarchal norms are primary drivers in coerced and traditional
types. However, the value of this research lies in identifying the escapist, romantic,
and independence-seeking types, which indicate attempts at agency—albeit
“limited” and “false” ones from the perspective of the capabilities approach—that
merely transfer the individual from one restrictive structure to another. Given the
study’s limitations, single-dimensional interventions are insufficient. Recommendations
include: developing structural safety nets and conditional subsidies linked to
continued education; implementing community-based programs to redefine the
status of girls; and integrating social workers into schools to provide emotion
regulation training and media literacy.

Keywords: Child Marriage, Typology, Qualitative Study, Thematic Analysis,
Agency, Structural Coercion, Mashhad
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