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Extended abstract
Introduction
This study explores the phenomenon of cohabitation in Ilam, Iran, as a
sociological response to shifting norms around marriage and family.
Cohabitation—defined as a non-marital, co-residential partnership—marks a
significant departure from traditional Iranian family structures, which are deeply
intertwined with religious, legal, and cultural expectations. Amidst global
transformations and growing socio-economic pressures, cohabitation is emerging
as a salient form of intimate relationship, especially among urban youth.
Globally, cohabitation gained recognition in Sweden in the 1960s and spread
to other Western nations alongside feminist and sexual liberation movements. In
Iran, cohabitation began appearing publicly around 2012, particularly among
students and educated young adults. This trend is often linked to delayed marriage,
financial hardship, changing values, and increased individual autonomy. Its
emergence also reflects broader transformations in Iranian society, where the
institution of marriage is becoming increasingly inaccessible or unattractive to
many.

Literature Review

Cohabitation has been widely studied as a byproduct of modernity and
globalization, where traditional family roles are contested. Scholars highlight the
tension between older generations’ adherence to conservative norms and the
younger generation’s exposure to global ideas via media and the internet. Many
young Iranians now see cohabitation as a flexible alternative to marriage, which
is often viewed as rigid, costly, and restrictive (Hosseini & Mohammadi, 2009).In
Iran, however, cohabitation remains heavily stigmatized and illegal, operating
under the shadow of religious and legal prohibition. Indigenous perspectives
interpret cohabitation as both a sign and consequence of systemic changes in the
Iranian family structure (Mohammadi, 2018). A thorough understanding of this
phenomenon thus requires both global theoretical frameworks and culturally
grounded interpretations that account for Iran’s unique socio-political landscape.
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Multi-level analyses—spanning individual, familial, institutional, and societal
factors—are essential for capturing the complexity of cohabitation in Iran.

Methodology

This study employs Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), a qualitative
methodology aimed at developing theory from empirical data. The research
involved theoretical sampling across three coding stages: open, axial, and
selective coding. Participants were selected through snowball sampling, resulting
in 17 individuals in cohabiting relationships in Ilam.

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews (lasting 45-60
minutes), participant observation, and field notes. Triangulation and expert
consultation were used to enhance validity. Participants included 10 men and 7
women aged 20-35, with varied educational backgrounds and economic statuses.
Coding Stages:

e Open Coding: Identification of discrete concepts and categories from the

raw data.

o Axial Coding: Establishing connections among categories.

o Selective Coding: Integration of categories into a core explanatory model.
Rather than testing pre-existing hypotheses, the aim was to develop a grounded
theoretical model explaining cohabitation as a response to contextual and
structural limitations in llam.

Findings

More than 675 open codes were distilled into a paradigmatic model explaining
cohabitation through causal, contextual, intervening, and strategic factors, along
with its consequences.

Causal Conditions
These factors directly motivate individuals to cohabit rather than pursue formal
marriage:
e Economic Constraints: High marriage costs (dowry, housing, ceremonies)
make traditional marriage unattainable.
e Personal Autonomy: Desire for companionship, emotional intimacy, and
freedom from social control.
o Negative Marital Experiences: Personal or observed failures in marriage
encourage alternative arrangements.
o Evolving Attitudes: Youths’ exposure to global perspectives leads to re-
evaluation of marriage norms.

Frequent Codes:
e “Lack of marriage conditions” (cited 16 times)

¢ “Financial problems” (12 times)
e “Sexual need,” “migration,” and “familial problems” (high frequency)
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These conditions converge into the axial code: “Effort to Escape Traditional
Marriage Limitations.”

Selective Codes:

e Economic Pressure and Lack of Facilities

e Psychological, Sexual, and Emotional Needs

e Migration and Negative Experiences
These illustrate how economic, emotional, and social factors collectively drive
young people toward cohabitation as a strategic choice.

Contextual Conditions
These refer to the broader environment influencing cohabitation:
e Familial and Cultural Norms: Pressure to marry within specific
parameters can make alternatives more appealing.
o Surveillance and Supervision:; Social and familial oversight discourages
open relationships, pushing them underground.
e Geographical Separation: Migration for work or education reduces direct
familial control.
e Media Influence: Globalized media and social networks introduce
alternative relationship models and values.

ntervening Conditions
These are secondary factors that either reinforce or inhibit cohabitation:
e Psychological Barriers: Fear of commitment, divorce, or societal
judgment.
o Familial and Social Pressure: Ongoing efforts by family and society to
enforce traditional marriage norms.
e Continuing Financial Instability: Even beyond initial barriers, long-term
economic insecurity remains a significant deterrent to marriage.

Strategies
These are the adaptive behaviors individuals employ:
e Cultural Adaptation: Embracing alternative lifestyles in response to
modern values.
e Privacy Management: Developing covert strategies to protect
relationships from scrutiny.
e Cultural Education: Some individuals seek to reduce stigma through
dialogue and awareness.
These strategies reveal an active negotiation with societal norms, not just passive
resistance.

Consequences
Cohabitation leads to both positive and negative outcomes:

e Psychological and Social Effects: Impacts include emotional fulfiliment,
identity formation, and potential social isolation.
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e Legal Challenges: Lack of legal recognition creates complications in
inheritance, custody, and public legitimacy.

e Health and Economic Impact: Relationship dynamics can influence
physical and sexual health, as well as financial well-being.

Discussion and Conclusion
The central theme emerging from this study is that cohabitation in Ilam functions
as a form of resistance and adaptation. It is a deliberate, rational response by young
people to the complex interplay of economic hardship, cultural rigidity, legal
constraints, and familial expectations.
Rather than dismissing cohabitation as deviant behavior, the study argues that it
reflects logical coping strategies in an environment where traditional marriage has
become inaccessible. Young people are asserting agency in the face of:

e Unmet societal promises (e.g., viable pathways to stable marriage)

o Negative familial experiences (e.g., divorce or unhappy marriages)

e Physical and social displacement (e.g., migration)

e Desire for autonomy and emotional intimacy
The final selective code—“Effort to Escape Traditional Structural Pressures in
Marriage”—captures the essence of this dynamic. It integrates economic realities,
psychological motivations, and socio-cultural shifts into a single theoretical lens.

Implications

This research calls for a more empathetic, informed approach to understanding
evolving relationship patterns in Iran. It suggests the need for policy makers,
educators, and social institutions to engage with these realities, rather than simply
condemn them. Social discourse must shift from moral judgment to nuanced
understanding, recognizing cohabitation as part of a broader transformation in
Iranian society.
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