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Abstract

Background and Aim: One of the prominent issues and challenges in post-revolutionary Iran is that of value
transformation, cultural discontinuities, and generational differences, particularly in relation to the the process of
cultural transmission. Within this context, young people’s value preferences have undergone significant changes. The
present study seeks to explore the meaning system through which youth conceptualize and make sense of marriage.

Data and Method: The study adopts a qualitative approach, with data collected through in-depth interviews
conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved. The participants consisted of 20 female undergraduate students
at the University of Hormozgan in 2024, selected through purposive sampling. Data were analyzed using thematic
analysis, following a thematic network approach.

Findings: Through the six-phase process of thematic analysis, a thematic network was developed. In this network, 37
basic themes were condensed into seven organizing themes: “Formal and informal marriage: divergent paths and
contrasting destinies”; “Marriage from a social contract to an existential bond”; “Freedom and commitment: two sides
of the same coin?”; “Marriage and happiness: a traditional myth or a modern reality?”; “Love: a driving force or a
fleeting illusion?”; “Economic conditions and their inseparable role in marital decision-making”; and “Trust: an
invisible pillar or a fragile foundation?”. These organizing themes were ultimately integrated into one overarching
global theme: rethinking and uncertainty regarding the traditional meaning of marriage and the emergence of a fluid
understanding of it”.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that participants perceive marriage not as a fixed traditional institution, but as a
fluid and reflexive phenomenon whose meaning is constructed at the intersection of emotional (love), economic
(material resources), and social (trust) factors. Overall, these changes signify a profound transformation in the
meaning system of marriage—one in which marriage shifts from a stable and definitive concept to a flexible and
dynamic one.

Keywords: Value preferences, Value changes, Reflexivity, Marriage, Youth.

Key Message: Participants’ understandings of marriage are no longer confined to traditional definitions. Instead, a
deep rethinking of the meaning of marriage and a growing uncertainty toward previously dominant values are evident.
The findings suggest that female students at the University of Hormozgan view marriage not as a social obligation, but
as an individualized and flexible choice.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Over the past five decades, structural, institutional, cultural, and global transformations

have turned “youth” in Iran into a complex and strategic social phenomenon. One of the
prominent issues and challenges facing Iran in the post-revolutionary era is the matter of
value transformation, cultural rupture, generational divides, and particularly the process of
cultural transmission. Within this transformation, the value preferences of young people have
undergone significant changes. Among the key consequences of these shifts are value
preference changes, generational ruptures, and a growing tendency to redefine core
institutions—including marriage. Historically embedded within the normative structure of
Iranian society, marriage is now interpreted by many youth as a fluid, negotiable, and
contingent relationship. Hormozgan Province, with its ethnic diversity, border-trade
economy, and coexistence of traditional and modern lifestyles, provides a fertile field to
investigate such semantic transformations. This study focuses on female students at the
University of Hormozgan and explores how they reconstruct the meaning of marriage within
the context of changing value preferences.

Methods and Data
This study adopts a qualitative approach and applies thematic analysis. Data were collected

through in-depth interviews with 20 undergraduate female students aged 18-22. The
sampling was purposive and interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. A
six-step analytical framework was applied, including initial coding, theme extraction, mapping
thematic networks, and interpretive analysis. To ensure reliability and validity, member-
checking and expert auditing by qualitative methodologists were conducted.

Findings

Thematic analysis yielded one overarching theme, seven organizing themes, and 37 basic
themes. The overarching theme is: “Rethinking and Doubting the Traditional Meaning of
Marriage and a Fluid Interpretation Thereof”. The organizing themes include:

1. Formal and Informal Marriage: Divergent Paths and Contrasting Destinies: Two
contrasting paths and outcomes participants distinguished between the institutional
strength of formal marriage and the perceived flexibility yet insecurity of informal
relationships. While some saw informal arrangements as a way to gain experience,
most viewed them as legally and emotionally precarious.

2. "Marriage: From Social Contract to Existential Bond," was understood not only as a
legal contract but also as a mutual, existential commitment. It was seen as a gateway to
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societal belonging and legal protection, but also as an expression of personal and
emotional bonds.

3. Freedom and commitment: two sides of the same coin? Formal marriage, while
structured and protective, was seen as limiting personal freedoms. Participants
stressed the need to balance autonomy with shared responsibilities.

4. "Marriage and happiness: a traditional myth or a modern reality?" Happiness was seen
as relative and multifaceted. While love and commitment matter, many participants
stressed that financial stability, emotional compatibility, and shared life goals are
equally critical.

5. "Love: a driving force or fleeting illusion?" The participants distinguished between
romantic fantasy and sustainable emotional connection. Some viewed love as the
foundation of enduring marriage; others warned of its volatility if not grounded in
mutual understanding.

6. "Economic conditions and their inseparable role in marital decision-making", including
high costs and lack of financial independence, emerged as core barriers to formal
marriage. Participants viewed financial capacity as crucial for responsible decision-
making in romantic relationships.

7. "Trust: an invisible pillar or a fragile foundation?" Trust was recognized as
fundamental to emotional intimacy. Participants expressed concern over betrayal,
emphasized transparency, and defined boundaries of fidelity within contemporary
relationships.

Conclusion and Discussion
Findings reveal a significant semantic shift in how youth perceive and define marriage. Rather

than accepting marriage as a social obligation, the participants interpreted it as a personal,
negotiable, and adaptive choice. They articulated nuanced distinctions between contractual
commitment and emotional fulfillment, questioning traditional assumptions and embracing
individualized paths.

The study aligns with Inglehart’s value shift theory, which posits that with increased
existential security, society’s transition from survival values toward self-expression and
choice. It also resonates with Giddens’ concept of "reflexive modernity,” wherein individuals
actively reconfigure intimate relationships amidst shifting structures. The marriage ideal
among participants is shaped less by external mandates and more by agency, mutual consent,
and evolving expectations.
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Additionally, the role of economy emerged as a decisive factor. Unlike past generations, for
whom marriage was pursued regardless of financial constraints, contemporary youth
consider financial independence a prerequisite. Informal relationships are sometimes
adopted to bypass these constraints, despite acknowledgment of their instability.

Trust, autonomy, and emotional compatibility are no longer optional but central to
relationship sustainability. The participants emphasized that marriage—if chosen—must be
based on shared values, open communication, and continuous negotiation. As such, this
semantic transformation signals a cultural redefinition where marriage ceases to be a fixed
institution and instead becomes a flexible, meaning-laden choice. In conclusion, the analysis of
participants' these changes signify a profound transformation in the meaning system of
marriage, evolving from a fixed and definite concept to a flexible and dynamic one.
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