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Abstract

Social changes in the Iranian family have resulted in various social constructs, such as a
lengthy period of singleness among women. The experience of celibacy varies across different
cohorts and age groups. Considering the rise in age at marriage and increasing the number of
unmarried women in society, this research aims to explore the experience of celibacy among
unmarried women who are 35 years and older in Yazd, Iran. The present research is a
qualitative inquiry carried out in 2023 and involved 15 purposefully selected unmarried
women as participants. Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the data, which was then
organized into a thematic map. The results showed that the majority of participants are
dissatisfied with their single status, experiencing a life filled with challenges related to their
unmarried state. The research findings suggest that societal and cultural prejudices against
single women, together with personal barriers, have negatively impacted their mental,
emotional, and social well-being. The themes of the research include coping with singleness,
normative super-gaps, the challenges of discrimination and societal pressures, idealism, and
uncertain life trajectories. The core theme is ‘postponed femininity’, signifying potential that
remains unfulfilled. This research sheds light on both the individual and societal aspects of
celibacy among women in the baby boom cohort of the 1980s and earlier periods.
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Introduction

Iranian society has been experiencing significant social and cultural shifts in
recent decades. Among the institutions profoundly impacted by these shifts is the
family unit. The concept of girls' celibacy is a socially constructed phenomenon,
shaped by personal interpretation and lived experiences. Research indicates a rising
trend of older unmarried women in Iran over the last two decades. According to the
statistics by the Statistical Center of Iran, the proportion of never-married individuals
above age 40 has been on the rise since 1996. Also, the number of never-married
women above 40 years old surpasses that of their male counterparts in the same age
group. Therefore, contemporary Iranian women confront historical and cultural
barriers defined by traditions on one side and the expansive force of social change in
the modern world on the other. For these women, celibacy can carry unique

meanings, understandings, and interpretations.

Women from the baby boom cohorts of the 1980s or earlier have distinctly faced
celibacy; they have seen their chances of marriage diminish, leading them towards
lifelong singleness. Additionally, they are dealing with new social and cultural
challenges and significant societal changes that make their experiences particularly
unique. They reside within traditional families from which they cannot escape from.
They observe profound cultural shifts in the subsequent cohorts of women. They also
have personal and social needs which, due to psychological and cultural constraints,
cannot be conventionally resolved. In response to the research gap in this area, this
research explores the perceptions and experiences of celibacy among a selected group
of women in Yazd. Thus, the study poses the question: How does culture influence the
state of celibacy? In other words, this research aims to explore the interplay between

cultural context and celibacy.

Method and Data

The present research is a qualitative study carried out among unmarried women aged
35 and older in Yazd, Iran. Data were gathered in 2023 through semi-structured
interviews, with participants selected via targeted and heterogeneous sampling
methods to ensure maximum diversity. To provide richer descriptions and narratives
about the research subject, participants included women from various educational
levels, professions, as well as social statuses, as well as some immigrants who have
settled in Yazd for a long period of time. The interview process continued until data

saturation. The research employed thematic analysis. At the end of the study, an
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attempt was made to construct a thematic map to elucidate the findings and to better

conceptualize the findings.

Findings

Overall, the participants in the research found themselves in a conflicting and fragile
situation, which left them unsatisfied, with no apparent way out. They had
experienced regret over missed opportunities for marriage, with many of the previous
ideals that once guided them largely not being fulfilled now. Participants are grappling
with cultural, social, and familial challenges that complicate their adaptation to the
evolving expectations of the younger generations. They find themselves in a phase of
cultural deprivation where, despite the broader acceptance of celibacy, they
experience societal neglect, particularly as single, home-bound women. Additionally,
they are unable to adjust to new social realities. The participants' statements
highlighted the significant role of cultural elements in shaping celibacy and its
implications. Amidst cultural shifts within a traditionally conservative milieu, our
findings revealed a cultural residue, manifested in five main themes: coping with
singleness, normative super-gaps, the challenges of discrimination and societal

pressure, idealism, and uncertain life trajectory.

Conclusion and Discussion

The research findings reveal that the persistence of femininity within the context of
research is influenced by cultural and social changes. It is crucial for fostering
stability in cultural dimensions and attitudes at both the individual and societal levels,
especially concerning marriage and celibacy to overcome these challenges. It seems
that moving beyond these conditions to a stage where marriage is not perceived as an
obstacle requires creating a supportive familial, cultural, and social environment that
aligns with the evolving inclinations of women toward independence. It also
necessitates paying attention to the physical aspect when discussing having children.
A cultural realignment through reassessing gender roles is necessary. In essence, social
support mechanisms, such as enabling independence in getting married and having
children, creating a supportive environment for marriage at older ages, and redefining
the ideal age for marriage, can effectively lower the celibacy rate among women and

motivate them to marry.
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