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Abstract

This qualitative study, conducted in the grounded theory approach, offers an in-
depth exploration of the attitudes and lived experiences of never-married men over
the age of 30 residing in four major Iranian cities: Tehran, Tabriz, Mashhad, and
Isfahan, in relation to the phenomenon of voluntary singleness. A total of 24 partic-
ipants, all of whom had experienced prolonged singlehood, were selected through
purposive and theoretical sampling. Data were collected via in-depth interviews
and analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage coding process, allowing for
a comprehensive examination of the issue. Findings indicate that the tendency to-
ward remaining single stems from a complex interplay of causal factors, including
intellectual maturity, a preference for premarital relationships over permanent mar-
riage, fear of commitment and the uncertain future of marriage, and the perceived
loss of personal freedom. Contextual conditions—such as modern lifestyles and
shifting perceptions of marriage—further reinforce this tendency. Meanwhile, so-
cial institutions such as the family and the state act as intervening forces by impos-
ing customary and legal constraints that hinder the path to marriage. Consequences
of this condition include the continuation of single living, increased loneliness, and
a growing inclination toward relationships outside the formal framework of mar-
riage. Overall, singleness in this study is conceptualized as a conscious choice and a
strategy for preserving personal autonomy and self-actualization within the context
of contemporary social transformations.
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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Bachelorhood and the tendency toward singlehood is a complex and multifac-
eted phenomenon that has gained increasing importance in recent years in var-
ious societies, particularly in Iran. Singlehood is not merely about the absence
of marriage; rather, it represents a new attitude and a chosen lifestyle in which
some individuals opt to live outside the framework of marriage. This phenom-
enon is shaped by individual, cultural, social, and economic factors and carries
diverse consequences for personal and social life. In Iran, the family structure
and attitudes toward marriage are undergoing profound changes. Increasing
individual independence, shifts in values and lifestyles, and the influence of
modernization processes such as urbanization and globalization have redefined
the concepts of marriage and cohabitation (Azad Armaki, 2016: 278). In such
a context, single men from the urban middle class, especially in metropolis-
es such as Tehran, Tabriz, Mashhad, and Isfahan, face specific challenges and
experiences that require careful understanding and analysis. Given this back-
ground, the main objective of the present research is to analyze the causal and
contextual conditions and consequences of singlehood from the perspective of
single men from the urban middle class in the four metropolises of Tehran, Ta-
briz, Mashhad, and Isfahan. The overarching research question is: How are the
conditions, contextual factors, and consequences of singlehood formed among
single men from the urban middle class, and what characteristics do they have?

2. Methodology

The present research is qualitative and exploratory in nature and applied in pur-
pose. This study employed a grounded theory approach. The sampling in this re-
search was purposive and theoretical, and data were collected through in-depth,
semi-structured interviews. The participants in this study were single men aged
30 and above from the middle class who had temporarily come to Tehran and
were residents of one of the four metropolises: Tehran, Tabriz, Mashhad, or
Isfahan. These individuals were identified through work-related meetings, tour-
ism, chance encounters, and daily interactions in workplaces, neighborhoods,
and homes, and were selected from among eligible individuals (no history of
formal marriage, possessing at least a high school diploma, belonging to the
middle or upper-middle class). The sampling and interview process concluded
based on theoretical saturation, with a final number of 24 participants. The main
thematic axes of the interview questions included attitudes toward marriage,
reasons for singlehood, lived experiences of being single, expectations of a fu-
ture spouse, consequences associated with singlehood, and the single lifestyle.
The research duration was 18 months, from early March 2023 to late January
2025. The interviews were conducted in person, with each session lasting be-
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tween 40 to 70 minutes. Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data
collection; after each interview, the data were coded, and the initial findings
were used to formulate and refine the questions for the subsequent interview
until theoretical saturation was achieved.

3. Findings

The concepts, main and subcategories, and the core category of the research
were identified and classified based on the participants' statements and through
the three stages of Grounded Theory coding. These categories represent a set of
perspectives that reveal the contexts, causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, consequences, and strategies regarding the phenome-
non of singlehood among the interviewees. The core category of this research
emerged from 14 main categories and 35 concepts. According to the analy-
ses conducted on the interview transcripts, the central category of this study
emerged as "Singlehood as Self-Actualization in the Modern World." This cat-
egory, as a social and cultural phenomenon, has become prevalent under the in-
fluence of increasing individualism. This lifestyle is associated with a growing
desire for independence and personal freedom, steering the youth toward new
experiences liberated from traditional constraints. Furthermore, singlehood is
perceived as a modern choice that enables individuals to focus on themselves
and their personal interests.

4. Conclusion

The findings of this research indicate that changes in the material lifeworld,
particularly urban metropolitan life, have led to shifts in attitudes and mental-
ities towards marriage. These transformations align with theories by Parsons,
Goode, Lesthaeghe, as well as Giddens and Beck regarding the influence of
modernization, individualization, and free choice in family formation. The
results of this study are consistent with research such as that by Benarizadeh
(2024), Dehghan-Hesar (2022), and Apostolou et al. (2020), all of which em-
phasize the individualization of the decision to marry. Apartment living condi-
tions in metropolises have reinforced both the objective and subjective dimen-
sions of this situation. On one hand, life in urban spaces leads to anonymity,
facilitates connections, and fosters the formation of premarital relationships,
thereby strengthening the subjective groundwork for singlehood. On the other
hand, economic pressures and a consumerist lifestyle have made marriage more
costly and commodified it. Subjectively, marriage is no longer perceived as a fa-
milial or collective duty, but rather as an individual choice for achieving happi-
ness, redefined by new criteria such as pleasure, personal utility, and reflexively
considered emotional relationships.

As the research findings show, singlehood aligns with a set of modern cultural
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values within the urban middle class; values such as free choice, pleasure-based
relationships, relative freedom from customary, religious, and legal constraints,
and fluidity in marital relationships. These results are also in line with studies
like that by Habibpour Gatabi and Ghafari (2016), which showed that educated
women marry later because they base their decisions more on post-materialist
values.

The results also signify the transition of the Iranian family from a traditional
structure towards modern and postmodern forms. In this transition, new forms
of cohabitation, such as cohabitation (albeit limited), are emerging in metropo-
lises. However, traditional institutions like religion, family, and the state contin-
ue to resist these changes. Contrary to perspectives such as those of Beck and
Castells, which observe reduced control over marriage in modernity, in Iran,
the paternalistic religious state, with its strict laws (such as setting dowry and
opposing informal relationships), still constitutes a barrier to family transfor-
mations.

These multilayered constraints not only fail to strengthen the family founda-
tion but, by increasing the costs and risks of marriage, have contributed to the
formation and reinforcement of the tendency toward singlehood. One possible
strategy to facilitate marriage is the reduction and moderation of strict laws,
including those concerning dowry, and the simplification of marriage traditions.
Furthermore, re-evaluating traditional gender roles, especially in the economic
provision for the family, and accepting shared responsibilities by both women
and men, could lead to a rebalancing of the family system and a reduction in
marriage obstacles.

Despite the relative prevalence of this lifestyle, single living is still not a de-
sirable or universal substitute for the nuclear family, as it entails significant
individual and social consequences. According to the findings of this research
and other studies (such as Shahriari and Motiee-Tabar, 2022; Talebpour and Bi-
ramond, 2021), the individual consequences of singlehood include loneliness,
feelings of rejection, isolation, and social alienation (especially for girls bearing
cultural stigma). Its social consequences include a decline in marriage rates and
the spread of relationships outside of marriage (cohabitation, sigheh [temporary
marriage], prostitution, and patterns like sugar daddy/sugar baby arrangements
and shower-bandi).

In conclusion, this research demonstrated that structural transformations in Ira-
nian society, particularly within the urban middle class, have altered values,
norms, lifestyles, and marriage patterns. Marriage can no longer be interpreted
solely within a traditional framework. Singlehood is not an absolute social pa-
thology, but rather a social, multifaceted, and to some extent natural phenome-
non linked to urban living conditions. It should be viewed with an analytical and
multi-layered perspective, not merely a normative or value-laden one.

Keywords: Celibacy, Single men, Middle-class, Individualism, Extramarital affairs.
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