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Abstract 

Marriage has historically functioned as a central institution regulating sexuality, reproduction, kinship, 

inheritance, and social order. In India, marriage is deeply embedded within religious norms, caste 

structures, and family systems. However, the rise of live-in relationships in recent decades signals a 

transformation in patterns of intimacy and partnership. This study examines live-in relationships as a 

sociological phenomenon and analyses whether they pose a structural challenge to the traditional marriage 

system or represent adaptive modernisation. 

The research adopts a descriptive and analytical design based on secondary data, judicial decisions, census 

reports, and sociological literature. The study is theoretically grounded in Structural Functionalism, 

Conflict Theory, Feminist Theory, and Symbolic Interactionism. Findings suggest that live-in 

relationships challenge ritual legitimacy, permanence, and patriarchal structures associated with marriage. 

However, they do not entirely replace marriage; rather, they redefine its expectations toward 

companionship, equality, and individual autonomy. 
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Introduction 

Marriage has long been considered a universal social institution. In India, it is not merely a contract 

between individuals but a sacred bond between families, reinforced by religion, caste norms, and kinship 

structures. Traditional marriage ensures the legitimacy of children, property succession, social identity, 

and moral regulation. However, globalisation, urbanisation, economic independence, exposure to global 

media, and higher education have significantly altered youth perceptions regarding marriage. Increasingly, 

young adults are opting for live-in relationships—cohabitation without formal marriage—as an alternative 

model of partnership. 

A live-in relationship refers to a consensual union in which two adults cohabit and share an intimate 

relationship without undergoing legal or religious marriage ceremonies. Though still controversial in 

India, courts have increasingly acknowledged such arrangements. This research investigates whether live-

in relationships fundamentally challenge the traditional marriage system or whether they represent a 

transitional adaptation within modern society. 
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Review of Literature 

1 Theoretical Foundations of Intimacy and Modernity 

1.1 Anthony Giddens and the Transformation of Intimacy 

Anthony Giddens and Transformation of Intimacy (1992) argues that modern relationships are 

characterised by the “pure relationship”, a bond sustained only as long as both individuals derive 

emotional satisfaction. Unlike traditional marriages based on duty, family obligation, or economic 

necessity, modern intimacy prioritises communication, equality, and personal fulfilment. This framework 

directly explains the emergence of live-in relationships, where emotional compatibility takes precedence 

over ritual legitimacy. 

1.2 Ulrich Beck and Individualisation 

Ulrich Beck and Individualisation introduced the concept of individualisation, suggesting that modern 

societies increasingly detach individuals from traditional institutions. Decisions regarding marriage, 

parenthood, and cohabitation become personal rather than collective. Live-in relationships reflect this shift 

from collective family control to individual autonomy. 

2 Indian Context of Social Change 

2.1 M.N. Srinivas and Social Transformation 

M.N. Srinivas and Social Transformation emphasised processes such as Westernisation and modernisation 

in shaping Indian social institutions. These processes weaken rigid caste norms and traditional authority 

structures. Urban India, influenced by global culture, demonstrates greater openness toward alternative 

relationship models. 

2.2 Patricia Uberoi and Indian Family Studies 

Patricia Uberoi and Indian Family Studies studied Indian family transformation and media representation 

of marriage. She observed that while modern values influence youth aspirations, traditional expectations 

continue to exert pressure. This duality explains why live-in relationships remain limited primarily to 

metropolitan areas. 

2.3 Legal Developments 

Legal Developments has, through various judgments, recognised that live-in relationships between 

consenting adults are not illegal. The court extended protection under the Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act (2005) to women in relationships “like marriage.” Legal recognition indicates 

institutional adaptation rather than outright rejection. Research Gap 

While previous studies focus separately on legal, psychological, or feminist aspects, there is a limited 

integrated sociological analysis examining live-in relationships as a structural challenge to marriage within 

the Indian cultural framework. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

The rise of live-in relationships raises critical sociological concerns: 

• Does cohabitation weaken marriage? 

• Does it undermine family stability? 

• Does it promote gender equality? 

• How does society perceive children born in such unions? 

Thus, the problem addressed is: Do live-in relationships destabilise the traditional marriage system, or are 

they expressions of modern social transformation? 
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Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the structure and function of traditional marriage in India. 

2. To analyse factors responsible for the emergence of live-in relationships. 

3. To evaluate sociological theories explaining this shift. 

4. To assess the legal and gender implications of live-in relationships. 

5. To determine whether live-in relationships replace or transform marriage. 

 

Research Questions 

1. What socio-economic factors promote live-in relationships? 

2. How do live-in relationships differ from marriage in structure and function? 

3. Are live-in relationships more prevalent in urban and educated groups? 

4. What is their impact on gender relations? 

 

Hypotheses 

H1: Urbanisation significantly increases acceptance of live-in relationships. 

H2: Women’s economic independence positively correlates with a preference for live-in arrangements. 

H3: Live-in relationships transform but do not eliminate marriage as a dominant institution. 

 

Research Methodology 

1 Research Design 

This study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design. It combines sociological theory with 

empirical secondary data. 

2 Nature of Data 

The research relies on: Secondary academic literature, National Family Health Survey (NFHS) data, 

Census reports, Court judgments and Media analysis 

3 Sampling Technique 

Since primary fieldwork was not conducted, purposive sampling was used for selecting relevant studies, 

urban case analyses, and judicial precedents. 

4 Methods of Data Analysis 

The researcher adopted methods of data analysis such as Qualitative content analysis, Comparative 

institutional analysis, Thematic coding and Sociological interpretation 

5 Variables 

Independent Variables: Independent Variables are Urbanisation, Education level, Women’s employment 

and Exposure to global media 

Dependent Variables: Dependent Variables are Acceptance of live-in relationships, Delay in marriage 

and Changing gender roles 

6 Ethical Considerations: Use of publicly available data, Respect for cultural sensitivities and Neutral 

academic interpretation 

7 Limitations 

• Limited rural data 

• Social stigma may lead to underreporting 

• Reliance on secondary data 
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Theoretical Framework 

1 Structural Functionalism 

Marriage performs functions: 

• Socialisation of children 

• Regulation of sexuality 

• Economic cooperation 

Live-in relationships may weaken formal role clarity but maintain companionship function. 

2 Conflict Theory 

Marriage historically reinforces patriarchy and property control. Live-in relationships challenge these 

hierarchies by reducing institutional control. 

3 Feminist Theory 

Live-in relationships provide women autonomy, freedom from oppressive marital norms, and exit options 

without divorce stigma. 

4 Symbolic Interactionism 

Meanings of “commitment,” “family,” and “partnership” evolve through interaction. Live-in couples 

redefine intimacy norms. 

 

Socio-Economic Factors Behind Rise 

1. Urban migration 

2. Career prioritisation 

3. Rising divorce rates 

4. Fear of legal complications 

5. Exposure to Western culture 

6. Increasing age at marriage 

 

Data Analysis and Discussion 

Based on secondary survey data from metropolitan cities: 

 

 

Indicator Traditional Marriage Live-in Relationship 

Legal Recognition Full Partial 

Social Approval High (rural + urban) Moderate (urban), Low (rural) 

Family Involvement Extensive Minimal 

Gender Role Flexibility Limited Higher 

Exit Process Complex (divorce) Relatively simple 

Economic Interdependence High Moderate 
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Key Observations: 

• Live-in relationships are concentrated in cities like Mumbai, Delhi, Bangalore. 

• Educated youth show more liberal attitudes. 

• Parents often resist due to cultural expectations. 

• Women cite autonomy as a major reason. 

• Marriage is still preferred for child-rearing and social security. 

 

Impact on the Traditional Marriage System 

1. Delay in Marriage: Average marriage age has increased significantly. 

2. Redefinition of Commitment: Commitment shifts from ritual permanence to emotional 

compatibility. 

3. Legal Adaptation: The Judiciary acknowledges live-in relationships without granting full marital 

rights. 

4. Gender Role Transformation: Live-in arrangements often encourage shared domestic 

responsibilities. 

 

Findings 

1. Live-in relationships are primarily urban phenomena. 

2. They correlate strongly with education and employment. 

3. They challenge ritual and patriarchal aspects of marriage. 

4. Marriage remains culturally dominant. 

5. Institutional transformation is gradual, not revolutionary. 

 

Conclusion 

Live-in relationships represent a significant sociological development in contemporary India. They 

challenge the sacred and permanent nature of traditional marriage by emphasising personal choice, 

equality, and flexibility. However, they do not entirely dismantle the marriage institution. Instead, they 

push it toward modernisation, making it more compassionate and less hierarchical. Marriage continues to 

dominate rural and conservative contexts, while live-in relationships serve as experimental partnerships 

in urban settings. Thus, live-in relationships should be understood as part of broader processes of 

modernisation, individualisation, and gender transformation. 

 

Suggestions and Recommendations 

1. Clear legal guidelines on property and inheritance rights. 

2. Gender-sensitive policies. 

3. Nationwide empirical surveys including rural areas. 

4. Awareness programs to reduce stigma. 

5. Comparative studies across regions and cultures. 
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