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The main objective of this study is to investigate the semantic implications of marriage (i.e., the
subjective meanings and cultural constructs of young girls regarding the phenomenon of marriage) in

Bandar-e Imam Khomeini. As the largest special economic port zone in the country, with a working-class

Keywords: by a context, high immigration rates, and ethnic diversity, this city provides a suitable setting for
Marriage, examining the changing of marriage meanings in a local context. The research was conducted using a
Girls, o A . . .

qualitative study and the descriptive phenomenological approach. Through purposive sampling and the
Phenomenology,

Bandar-e Imam Khomeini saturation principle, seventeen single girls from this city were interviewed in depth during 2023-2024.

Constraints. The data were analyzed using Colaizzi's seven-step method. In the girls' definition of marriage, five
categories were extracted: marriage as a factor of social bonding, marriage as a fundamental need,
purposeful marriage, marriage as a positive response to tradition and religion, and pessimism toward
marriage. Nine sub-themes acting as constraining factors and nine sub-themes acting as facilitating
factors were also identified. The findings are interpreted within the framework of Durkheim's concept
of anomie: traditional supportive structures have lost their function, while modern alternatives have not
yet provided a foundation for a secure marriage. In sum, the grils in this city live in a space of semantic
contradiction between " desire for marriage" and " fear of it”, resulting from the interaction of structural
constraints (economy, housing, and employment) and cultural reproduction (fear of divorce, family

surveillance, and legitimacy of singlehood).

Introduction

Alongside birth, death, and divorce, marriage is one of the four
major life events for every individual, and it concerns not only the
couple but also the family and society. Official statistics indicate a
decline in marriage rates and an increase in the age at first
marriage in Iran. However, these statistics alone cannot explain
how young girls themselves make sense of marriage. Therefore, the

main aim of this study is to explore the semantic implications of

marriage (i.e., subjective meanings, perceptions, and cultural
constructions) from the perspective of single girls. In clearer term,
this research seeks to uncover the subjective interpretations and
cultural constructs of marriage, rather than measuring its
quantitative increase or decline. This issue becomes particularly
significant in Bandar-e Imam Khomeini. As the largest special

economic port zone in the country, this city has characteristics such
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as a working-class context, high migration rates, and ethnic
diversity (including Arab, Lor, Bakhtiari, and Fars). The rise in
literacy rates among girls in this city (from 92% in 2016 to 96% in
2024) and the increase in the age at marriage (from 22 years in
2016 to 24 years in 2024) indicate a transition from traditional to
modern patterns in this region. Given the research gap in the
cultural context of this city, the present study has been conducted
with the aim of investigaing the perception, interpretation, and
semantic implications of marriage among single girls in Bandar-e

Imam Khomeini.
Methodology and Data

The present study is based on a qualitative paradigm and, more
specifically, a descriptive phenomenological approach. The reason
for choosing this method releates to its objective, namely,
undrestanding girls’ "lived experience" of the phenomenon of
marriage and its semantic implications. The target population
consistsof girls in marriage age in Bandar-e Imam Khomeini. Using
purposive sampling and based on the principle of data saturation,
17 participants were selected. Inclusion criteria included being
single, being over 20 years of age, having at least 10 years of
residence in Bandar-e Imam Khomeini, and willingness to
participate in the study. The data collection instrument was a semi-
structured in-depth interview. Interviews were conducted at a time
and place agreed upon by the participants, and each interview
lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. All interviews were recorded
and then transcribed. The data analysis method followed Colaizzi’s
seven-step approach. To validate the findings, the techniques of
member checking and auditing by two expert analysts were
employed. Moreover, epoché (suspension of presuppositions) was
practiced by recording personal assumptions in a
phenomenological journal and using open-ended, neutral questions

during the interviews.
Findings

Findings are presented in response to two research questions:

e Response to the first research question (understanding and
interpretation of marriage): After data analysis, five main themes
were extracted:

1. Marriage as a factor of social bonding — From the girls'

perspective, marriage can form a cohesive network of

dependencies and serve as a factor for increasing interaction,
cooperation, and a circle of support.

2. Marriage as a fundamental need — Marriage is a phenomenon

with multiple functions, including forming a family, increasing

offspring, fulfilling emotional and sexual needs, and a factor for
independence.

3. Purposeful marriage — Although The girls consider marriage

necessary, they believe that individuals should enter into marriage

with prior investigation and sufficient knowledge.

42

4. Marriage as a positive response to tradition and religion —
Marriage is regarded as a long-standing social custom and a normal
part of life’s course.

5. Pessimism toward marriage — Some girls perceive marriage as a
frightening affair or a kind of transaction.

A key finding was a deep semantic duality was observed across all
interviews participants simultaneously described marriage both as
a desire and a need, while also expressed horror of it.

Response to the second research question (constraints and
facilitators of marriage) Constraints included nine sub-themes at
three levels: Macro level: economic instability, employment
barriers, material obstacles, and housing challenges.

Meso level: families' control and supervision, families' rigidity,
educational inefficiency, and social legitimacy of being single.
Micro level: fear caused by rising divorce rates, and marriage as
an escape from pressures.

o Facilitators also included nine sub-themes at three levels:
Macro level: government support.

Meso level: observing others’ lives, influence of friends, media
consumption, predominance of modernism, and cultural
consumption (e.g., university, and reading).

Micro level: fulfilling personal needs, prioritizing rationality over

emotion, and religious beliefs.
Discussion and Conclusion

The most important theoretical contribution of this study is that
marriage has shifted from a "definitive duty" to a "conditional

1

choice". Young girls no longer say, " One must marry " simply
because everyone does or because religion commands it. Instead,
they say, "Marriage is good if conditions are favorable and the right
person is found." This shift from "must" to "if"' represents the core
theoretical insight of this research. In terms of the theoretical
framework, the findings can be interpreted through Durkheim’s
concept of "collective consciousness". The girls of Bandar-e Imam
Khomeini are in a transitional state from traditional to modern
society. This duality reflects a Durkheimian anomic condition, in
which traditional structures have lost their functionality, yet
modern alternatives have not yet been able to provide the
necessary foundations for a secure marriage. The outcome of this
condition is the "desire mixed with fear" identified as the central
finding of this study. In conclusion, marriage is not only a "self-
evident reality” for the girls of Bandar-e Imam Khomeini but also
has become a "complex issue." The unique context of this region—
combinations of unbalanced economic development, socio-cultural
and the transition from tradition to
The

statistical marriage decline in this region is rooted in changes in

constraints on girls,

modernity—has accentuated the barriers to marriage.

the semantic meanings of marriage among the girls themselves.
The "decline in marriage", before being a demographic issue, is

primarily a matter of meaning.
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Table 1. Research samples’ characteristics
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Table 2. The process of forming categories of perception and understanding of marriage
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Table 3. The process of forming the categories of constraints and facilitators of marriage
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