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Abstract

This study was conducted to qualitatively explore the underlying
patterns of early marriage within the rural context of Kuhdasht County.
The participants included 16 women from the Zirtang-e Siab rural
district of Kouhdasht county, who had married before the age of 18 and
were selected through snowball sampling. Data were collected through
in-depth, face-to-face interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis.
The participants’ mean age at marriage was 14.6 years. Initial coding
yielded 179 codes, which were reduced to 92 concepts after removing
duplicates. Subsequently, by categorizing similar concepts, 13 sub-
themes were extracted, which were finally integrated and organized into
3 main themes: “Persistence of Traditional Socio-Cultural Patterns,”
“Economic and Non-Economic Poverty and Deprivation,” and
“Individual Immaturity and Unfinished Childhood.” The findings
indicated that child marriage is a complex issue, with its numerous
cases in rural areas stemming from the intertwined nature of traditions,
unequal cultural structures, social limitations, and economic pressures,
which make informed decision-making for marriage difficult. A
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necessary step for change in such a situation is to raise awareness
among parents and families about inappropriate cultural traditions and
their irreparable psychological and physical harms to girls.

Keywords: Early Marriage, Contexts, Cultural Patterns, Girls, Rural
Areas.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Early marriage is a complex familial phenomenon with structural and
cultural intricacies that significantly impacts developing societies. This
phenomenon imposes substantial costs on families and healthcare
systems due to various physical and emotional repercussions. In Iran,
while the legal age for marriage is 13 for girls and 15 for boys—subject
to parental consent and judicial discretion for those under these ages—
global trends indicate that girls are disproportionately affected. Given
that minors often lack the requisite information for informed decision-
making, early marriage frequently borders on forced marriage.
Although the rate in Iran is lower than in many developing nations,
official statistics confirm the prevalence of underage marriage. In
Kuhdasht County, particularly within the Zirtang-siab rural district,
despite limited official data, field observations and lived experiences
reveal that this phenomenon significantly impedes the educational
trajectories and personal development of young women. As no
sociological research has previously addressed the underlying patterns
of early marriage in this specific locale, this study aims to explore these
patterns through the lived experiences of women, seeking to understand
the contextual factors and the meanings attributed to early marriage
from their perspectives.

Literature Review

Existing studies on early marriage in Iran and globally encompass a
broad spectrum of approaches, including investigations into its
consequences, the lived experiences of women, expert and social
worker perspectives, and legal analyses, as well as quantitative
assessments. Much of the existing literature has focused on urban or
peri-urban (county and provincial) settings. However, given the
profound structural, socio-cultural, and economic disparities between
urban and rural contexts—and considering the multifaceted
repercussions of this phenomenon on individual, familial, and social
dimensions—there is a compelling need to examine this issue within
purely rural settings. Consequently, to achieve a deeper understanding,
the present study investigates the underlying patterns of early marriage
from the perspectives of women with firsthand experience in the
Zirtang-siab rural district of Kuhdasht County. To this end, while
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reviewing relevant theories and concepts, the research integrates
individual perceptions with their specific social contexts, utilizing
methodological tools designed to enhance the researcher’s proximity to
the empirical reality.

Methodology

The present study employed a qualitative approach utilizing thematic
analysis to gain an in-depth understanding of the meanings and
complexities inherent in the participants’ perspectives within their
social context. Using purposive and snowball sampling, 16 in-depth,
face-to-face interviews were conducted with eligible women in the
Zirtang-siab rural district. The analysis was iterative and concurrent
with data collection; the researcher engaged in a process of constant
comparison, moving back and forth between the dataset, emerging
concepts, themes, and interpretations. Initial coding yielded 179 codes,
which were reduced to 92 concepts after eliminating duplicates. These
concepts were subsequently grouped into 13 sub-themes and ultimately
synthesized into 3 overarching main themes.

To ensure the trustworthiness of this study, peer debriefing was
employed, involving the systematic auditing of codes, concepts, and
categories by research colleagues and team members. Furthermore,
member checking was conducted to validate the accuracy and
authenticity of the identified concepts and categories by consulting the
research participants themselves.

Results

Early marriage in the studied context is the product of a complex
interplay between structural and individual factors, which have been
organized into three overarching themes.

First, “The Persistence of Traditional Socio-Cultural Patterns’
manifests through concepts such as fatalism, patriarchy, the
preservation of family honor, and concerns regarding perceived
chastity. Particularly through the emphasis on consanguineous and
endogamous marriages to maintain kinship cohesion and traditional
support systems, marriage decision-making emerges not as an
individual choice, but as a collective familial and social imperative.

Second, “Economic and Non-Economic Poverty and Deprivation”
acts as a primary catalyst. In this dimension, familial financial
constraints and infrastructural deficiencies in remote areas—coupled
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with geographical isolation and limited access to education and
counseling services—drive young girls toward domesticity and early
marriage.

Finally, the theme of “Individual Immaturity and Unfinished
Childhood” underscores that participants are in a developmental stage
characterized by a lack of autonomy and informed decision-making
capacity. In this state, marriage often occurs under the influence of
unilateral parental decisions or transient impulses to escape the
constraints of the paternal home, frequently bypassing the necessary
psychological and social maturity.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that early marriage is a complex phenomenon
arising from the interweaving of traditions, cultural structures, and
socioeconomic constraints, all of which make informed decision-
making about marriage difficult. In the tribal and kinship-based context
of the study site, early marriage is not merely a choice; it also functions
as an adaptive strategy for consolidating kinship ties and preserving
family status. It is reproduced under the pressure of collective norms
and fatalistic beliefs, while poverty and geographical isolation further
contribute to its persistence. Addressing this challenge and preventing
its potentially irreversible psychological and physical harms to girls
requires raising parents’ awareness of the harms associated with
inappropriate traditions, alongside broader changes to cultural and
social structures.
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