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Abstract 

The landscape of intimate relationships and family formation in urban India is undergoing a profound 

structural transformation, catalyzed by the synergistic forces of globalization, rapid urbanization, rising 

female labor force participation, and shifting normative paradigms regarding the institution of marriage. 

This comprehensive research critically examines how working women in the National Capital Region 

(NCR) of Delhi perceive and navigate live-in relationships amidst the intense dialectical tension between 

modern individualistic aspirations and deeply entrenched traditional cultural norms. Drawing upon a 

rigorous mixed-methods empirical design comprising quantitative survey data from 400 working women 

and qualitative case narratives, the study interrogates the socio-demographic and psychometric 

determinants of cohabitation attitudes. A robust theoretical framework integrating Anthony Giddens’ 

Transformation of Intimacy, Ulrich Beck’s Individualization Theory, Feminist Theory, Symbolic 

Interactionism, Social Exchange Theory, and Structural Functionalism is deployed to contextualize the 

empirical findings. 

Quantitative analyses, including multiple linear regression and analysis of variance, reveal that family 

background, educational attainment, media exposure, and peer influence are highly significant predictors 

of progressive attitudes toward cohabitation. Conversely, religion and caste exhibit no statistically 

significant independent effect on generalized attitude scores, suggesting an urban homogenizing effect on 

ideological paradigms. However, qualitative thematic interpretations uncover a complex landscape 

characterized by "precarious autonomy," wherein women negotiate emotional and relational emancipation 

within the private domestic sphere while facing acute legal insecurity, moral policing, and bureaucratic 

discrimination in the public sphere. Furthermore, the analysis evaluates the profound chilling effect of 

recent legislative developments, notably the introduction of mandatory registration under Uniform Civil 

Code (UCC) frameworks (2024–2026), which effectively criminalize informal intimacy and weaponize 

state surveillance against non-marital unions. The paper concludes by advocating for comprehensive 

institutional and policy reforms to dismantle marriage-centric administrative practices that systematically 

marginalize non-marital families, ensuring that the fundamental rights to life, liberty, and dignity are not 

contingent upon marital status. 
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Introduction 

The institution of marriage in India has historically functioned as the foundational bedrock of social 

stability, kinship organization, and economic reproduction. Governed by a complex matrix of caste 

endogamy, religious sacrament, and patriarchal authority, traditional marriage is explicitly designed to 

prioritize collective familial preservation over individual romantic fulfillment1. However, contemporary 

India is currently navigating a period of unprecedented socio-cultural transition. The integration of the 

Indian economy into global markets, the exponential expansion of higher education, and the resultant 

surge in female economic independence have catalyzed a structural shift in family dynamics and gender 

relations4. Within metropolitan epicenters such as Delhi—a city characterized by diverse migrant 

populations, robust corporate sectors, and a cosmopolitan ethos—the traditional joint family system is 

increasingly yielding to nuclear configurations, while arranged marriages are being supplemented, and 

frequently challenged, by autonomous partnership choices1. 

Among these emerging paradigms of intimacy, live-in relationships—defined as continuous, consensual 

cohabitation between adults without the legal, religious, and ritualistic formalization of marriage—have 

gained substantial visibility and sociological relevance5. The proliferation of live-in relationships 

represents a critical juncture of sociological inquiry, particularly concerning urban working women. For 

these women, economic independence and exposure to globalized cultural narratives have equipped them 

with the material resources and ideological agency to challenge traditional patriarchal expectations4. 

Cohabitation offers a pragmatic mechanism to test relational compatibility, defer the gendered obligations 

inherently tied to Indian marriages, and prioritize educational and career trajectories without forsaking 

emotional companionship5. 

Yet, this shift toward individual autonomy does not occur within a cultural vacuum; it unfolds within a 

society that remains profoundly conservative. In India, family honor, community surveillance, and the 

regulation of female sexuality continue to dictate social acceptability2. The decision to cohabit thus 

becomes a site of intense socio-cultural contestation. This research systematically investigates the 

sociological fault lines of this phenomenon by analyzing the perceptions of working women in Delhi. It 

seeks to answer how intersecting variables such as age, education, occupation, caste, religion, income, 

family background, media exposure, peer influence, and workplace culture shape attitudes toward 

cohabitation. Furthermore, the study explores the lived realities of these women, examining how they 

navigate the uneasy coexistence of modern intimate aspirations and traditional institutional frameworks 

that routinely penalize and stigmatize non-marital unions. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

To decode the multifaceted attitudes toward live-in relationships among urban Indian women, this study 

operationalizes a comprehensive, multi-paradigmatic sociological framework. By integrating classical and 

contemporary theories, the analysis captures the nuanced interplay between macro-structural shifts and 

micro-level interpersonal dynamics. 

 

The Transformation of Intimacy and Individualization 

Anthony Giddens’ conceptualization of the Transformation of Intimacy provides a foundational lens for 

understanding the shift in modern partnership paradigms. Giddens posits a historical transition away from 

romantic, lifelong marital commitments rooted in economic necessity, moving toward the concept of 

"confluent love"—a model of contingent, active, and reciprocal emotional engagement4. In confluent love, 
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the relationship is sustained solely as long as it delivers mutual emotional satisfaction, effectively severing 

the intrinsic historical link between intimacy, reproduction, and lifelong contractual obligation. For 

working women in Delhi, live-in relationships epitomize this transition, facilitating what Giddens terms 

"plastic sexuality" and reflexive partnership choices that are emancipated from the rigid, subservient 

gender roles imposed by traditional Indian marriages4. 

Simultaneously, Ulrich Beck’s Individualization Theory and his exploration of the "risk society" elucidate 

the structural pressures compelling women toward cohabitation. As traditional institutions—such as the 

joint family network and caste-based arranged marriage systems—gradually lose their absolute monopoly 

over the life course, individuals are compelled to construct a "do-it-yourself biography"5. However, in the 

Indian context, this process of individualization represents an "incomplete modernity"10. While economic 

structures and educational institutions actively promote individual ambition and meritocracy, the 

overarching cultural and legal structures remain deeply communitarian and marriage-centric. 

Consequently, entering a live-in relationship is a highly individualized risk. It transfers the burden of social 

navigation, institutional friction, and legal insecurity entirely onto the cohabiting couple, with the socio-

cultural penalties disproportionately borne by the woman10. 

 

Feminist Theory and Precarious Autonomy 

Feminist Theory is indispensable for highlighting the inherent power dynamics and patriarchal double 

standards that govern non-marital cohabitation in India. While live-in relationships possess the potential 

to subvert traditional patriarchal control by delaying or bypassing formal marital subordination, they do 

not automatically emancipate women from societal judgment8. Indian society operationalizes a highly 

gendered surveillance mechanism. Men engaging in live-in relationships are frequently viewed with 

leniency or mild disapproval, whereas women are subjected to severe moral policing, often stigmatized as 

"characterless," irresponsible, or deemed a fundamental threat to family honor and cultural purity2. 

Feminist scholars conceptualize this contemporary condition as a state of precarious autonomy10. This 

paradigm describes a lived reality where women achieve emotional, financial, and relational independence 

within the private domestic sphere of the shared household, yet remain structurally vulnerable to 

institutional violence, character assassination, and legal erasure in the public sphere. The feminist 

perspective underscores that true autonomy cannot exist solely in private isolation; it requires 

corresponding structural recognition and protection from the state and society, which live-in couples 

currently lack10. 

 

Symbolic Interactionism and Social Exchange Theory 

From a Symbolic Interactionist perspective, live-in relationships in a transitional society are continuous 

exercises in meaning-making, impression management, and stigma negotiation. Women in these 

arrangements must constantly navigate and perform their identities across conflicting social arenas. In 

front-stage interactions with landlords, resident welfare associations, extended traditional families, and 

state bureaucracies, they may be forced to perform respectability, sometimes passing as married or 

concealing the nature of their cohabitation10. Conversely, in back-stage interactions within their peer 

groups, liberal workplaces, and intimate spaces, they cultivate and express egalitarian, modern identities10. 

Social Exchange Theory further elucidates the rational calculus underlying the preference for cohabitation 

among financially independent women. According to this framework, individuals evaluate relationships 

based on a cost-benefit analysis. For urban working women, the perceived costs of traditional Indian 
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marriage are exceedingly high: they include the unequal division of domestic labor, the oppressive 

expectations of dowry, the loss of financial autonomy, the surveillance of in-laws, and the arduous, 

stigmatized legal complexities of divorce2. In contrast, the benefits of cohabitation include hassle-free 

dissolution, shared financial responsibilities, the ability to assess compatibility prior to lifelong 

commitment, and the retention of personal liberty6. When the opportunity cost of traditional marriage 

exceeds the social penalty associated with cohabitation, opting for a live-in relationship emerges as a 

highly rational, utility-maximizing choice4. 

 

Structural Functionalism and Institutional Lag 

Finally, Structural Functionalism explains the systemic friction generated between emerging social 

practices and existing societal institutions. Functionalism posits that society operates as a complex system 

whose parts work together to promote solidarity and stability. While the micro-institution of the family is 

evolving rapidly to accommodate new economic realities and gender roles, ancillary macro-institutions—

such as banking, healthcare, real estate, education, and municipal governance—exhibit a severe structural 

lag10. These institutions remain functionally calibrated exclusively for the traditional, legally codified 

marital family. This mismatch results in the systemic exclusion and bureaucratic marginalization of non-

marital households, demonstrating how a delay in institutional adaptation creates localized social 

dysfunction for cohabiting individuals10. 

 

The Socio-Legal Landscape of Cohabitation (2018–2026) 

To fully comprehend the attitudes of working women toward live-in relationships, it is necessary to 

examine the complex, often contradictory legal architecture that governs such unions in India. The legal 

status of cohabitation is characterized by a high degree of judicial progressivism, sharply juxtaposed 

against legislative ambiguity, executive overreach, and localized social resistance. 

 

Judicial Progressivism and the Right to Liberty 

In the absence of a specific national statute defining or regulating cohabitation, the Indian judiciary has 

consistently invoked Article 21 of the Constitution (Right to Life and Personal Liberty) to protect the 

rights of consenting adults to cohabit. A watershed moment in this jurisprudential evolution was the 

Supreme Court’s ruling in S. Khushboo v. Kanniammal (2010)11. The Court quashed criminal proceedings 

against an actress for publicly endorsing pre-marital sex and cohabitation, categorically stating that living 

together is neither a criminal offense nor unlawful. The judgment affirmed that constitutional morality—

centered on individual dignity and autonomy—must take precedence over majoritarian social prejudices 

and subjective notions of public decency11. Similar protections were reinforced in cases like Lata Singh 

v. State of U.P., which protected the right of adults to choose their partners irrespective of caste or societal 

disapproval11. 

 

Defining a "Relationship in the Nature of Marriage" 

To extend substantive legal protections to vulnerable partners—specifically women who may face 

abandonment or abuse—the Supreme Court in D. Velusamy v. D. Patchaiammal (2010) and subsequently 

in Indra Sarma v. V.K.V. Sarma (2013) sought to bring specific live-in relationships under the ambit of 

the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 (PWDVA)9. 

In the Velusamy judgment, the Court established stringent criteria for a live-in relationship to be 
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recognized as a "relationship in the nature of marriage," drawing heavily on common-law marriage 

principles19. The Court mandated that the couple must present themselves publicly to society as spouses, 

must be of legal marriageable age, must be otherwise qualified to enter into a legal marriage (e.g., 

unmarried), and must have voluntarily cohabited in a shared household for a significant period9. 

The subsequent Indra Sarma judgment further clarified these contours. While confirming that women in 

qualifying live-in relationships are entitled to claim maintenance and protection orders under the PWDVA 

(as well as under Section 125 of the Code of Criminal Procedure), the Court explicitly excluded certain 

relationships from protection17. For instance, relationships where a married man maintains an unmarried 

woman as a "keep" for primarily sexual purposes, or where a woman knowingly enters a relationship with 

a married man, were deemed not to constitute a "relationship in the nature of marriage"17. 

Furthermore, Section 114 of the Indian Evidence Act, 1872, has been utilized by the courts to presume the 

existence of a valid marriage in cases of long-term cohabitation, primarily as a pragmatic tool to prevent 

injustice and ensure the legitimacy and property inheritance rights of children born to such unions12. The 

courts have consistently held that children must not suffer the stigma of illegitimacy due to the relationship 

status of their parents11. 

 

The Limits of Recognition: LGBTQIA+ and Alternative Unions 

Despite these seemingly progressive judicial safeguards, recent sociological and legal literature (2018–

2026) highlights persistent structural gaps. The legal reliance on the framework of a "relationship in the 

nature of marriage" ironically reinforces the normative supremacy of the traditional marital institution. By 

demanding that live-in couples mimic marriage to receive legal protection, the state denies legal legibility 

to couples who explicitly wish to organize their lives outside of marital norms5. 

Moreover, the gender-specific architecture of the PWDVA fails catastrophically to protect LGBTQIA+ 

individuals in cohabiting relationships25. While the landmark Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India (2018) 

judgment decriminalized consensual same-sex conduct, it did not confer relational rights or civil 

protections. Consequently, LGBTQIA+ victims of domestic violence within live-in relationships inhabit 

a juridical void, excluded from both family law protections and the PWDVA, constituting a compounded 

violation of Articles 14, 15, and 2122. 

 

The Uniform Civil Code (UCC) and the Criminalization of Intimacy 

The discourse surrounding live-in relationships has intensified profoundly between 2024 and 2026, driven 

by the aggressive introduction of Uniform Civil Code (UCC) legislation in states such as Uttarakhand and 

Gujarat26. These legal frameworks represent a dramatic paradigm shift from judicial non-interference to 

heavy-handed state regulation of intimate life. 

The Uttarakhand UCC (2024) mandates the compulsory registration of live-in relationships with the state 

registrar within one month of commencing cohabitation27. The registration process requires an extensive 

16-page form, detailed financial and identity documentation, and permits registrars to conduct invasive 

inquiries, including summoning partners for verification23. Crucially, the law imposes severe criminal 

penalties—including up to three months of imprisonment and fines up to ₹10,000—for failure to register, 

and up to ₹25,000 and imprisonment for providing false information26. Furthermore, landlords are legally 

mandated to verify the registration certificates of cohabiting tenants, and if either partner is between the 

ages of 18 and 21, the registrar is obligated to formally notify their parents or legal guardians7. 

While proponents argue that such laws promote gender justice, prevent fraud, and secure maintenance 
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rights for women11, legal sociologists and feminist scholars contend that this represents a dangerous 

expansion of state surveillance. The requirement to notify parents effectively institutionalizes moral 

policing, violates informational privacy, and arms conservative families with the state machinery required 

to violently suppress autonomous partnership choices8. This evolving, highly restrictive legislative 

landscape creates a severe chilling effect on the "precarious autonomy" of urban women, shaping their 

contemporary attitudes toward cohabitation. 

 

Empirical Design and Analytical Approach 

To comprehensively investigate the attitudes of working women toward live-in relationships within this 

complex socio-legal context, the study employed a concurrent triangulation mixed-methods design. This 

approach integrates quantitative survey data to identify macro-level predictive trends with qualitative 

thematic interpretations to capture the nuanced, lived experiences of women in Delhi NCR. 

 

Quantitative Sample and Variable Construction 

A stratified random sample of  working women residing in the Delhi NCR region was 

generated for this study. The sampling strategy was designed to capture diversity across 

critical socio-demographic axes: age, income, occupational sector, educational attainment, family 

background, religion, and caste30. The inclusion criteria required all participants to be employed female 

adults between the ages of 21 and 40. 

The primary dependent variable utilized in the analysis was the Live-in Attitude Score (LAS). The LAS 

is a continuous, composite psychometric index ranging from 10 to 50, meticulously designed to measure 

the degree of acceptance, perceived viability, social comfort, and moral approval of live-in relationships. 

Higher scores on the LAS denote highly progressive, accepting attitudes, whereas lower scores reflect 

conservative, rejecting attitudes. For categorical analysis, the LAS was further segmented into three 

ordinal levels: High Acceptance (Progressive, ), Moderate Acceptance (), and Low Acceptance 

(Conservative, )12. 

Independent variables included standard demographic and socio-economic indicators. 

To capture the socio-cultural environment of the respondents, two continuous 

psychometric variables were measured on 10-point Likert scales: Media Exposure (quantifying the 

consumption of global, progressive, and feminist media narratives) and Peer Influence (measuring the 

degree of liberalism and non-traditional behavior within the respondent's immediate social circle)12. 

 

Analytical Strategy 

The quantitative dataset was analyzed utilizing a suite of statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics were 

employed to summarize the demographic profile. Bivariate analyses, specifically chi-square tests of 

independence and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), were utilized to assess differences in attitudes across 

categorical groups (e.g., family background, religion, caste, and occupational sector)12. To isolate the 

independent predictive power of socio-demographic and psychometric factors on the continuous LAS, a 

Multiple Linear Regression model utilizing Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) was computed12. 

Qualitative insights were seamlessly integrated by analyzing recent case narratives of women in Delhi 

NCR documented in sociological literature between 2024 and 2026. The qualitative thematic analysis 

focused on institutional interactions, stigma management, the impact of workplace culture, and the 
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psychological ramifications of recent UCC legislations10. 

 

Quantitative Results and Statistical Analysis 

Descriptive Characteristics of the Sample 

The demographic profile of the sample ( ) accurately reflects a cross-section of Delhi's 

dynamic, emerging female workforce. The mean age of the respondents was 27.10 years (

), representing a predominantly millennial and early Gen-Z cohort12. The annual income of the respondents 

exhibited a logarithmic distribution, with a mean of ₹78,194, capturing a diverse economic range from 

entry-level administrative positions to mid-level urban professionals12. 

Occupational sectors were strategically categorized to reflect Delhi's economic landscape: IT/ITES 

constituted the largest segment (36.0%), followed by Creative/Media (21.7%), Education/NGO (21.5%), 

and Banking/Finance (20.8%). Educationally, the cohort was highly qualified, with the majority holding 

Postgraduate degrees (55.7%), followed by Undergraduate degrees (25.8%), and advanced 

Professional/MPhil/PhD qualifications (18.5%). Family backgrounds, a critical socialization metric, were 

categorized into Conservative Nuclear (38.5%), Liberal Nuclear (32.5%), and Joint Families (29.0%)12. 

The religious composition was predominantly Hindu (78.8%), alongside Muslim (12.0%) and 

Sikh/Christian/Others (9.2%) cohorts, while caste demographics included General (55.0%), OBC (30.0%), 

and SC/ST (15.0%) categories12. 

Table 1 summarizes the distribution of the categorized Live-in Attitude Score (LAS). A slight majority of 

working women exhibited Moderate Acceptance, suggesting a highly pragmatic but socially cautious 

approach to cohabitation, balancing modern desires with traditional risks. 

 

Attitude Category Frequency (N) Percentage (%) 

High Acceptance 

(Progressive) 

45 11.25% 

Moderate Acceptance 215 53.75% 

Low Acceptance 

(Conservative) 

140 35.00% 

 

Bivariate Analyses: Family Background, Religion, Caste, and Sector 

A chi-square test of independence was conducted to rigorously examine the association between a 

respondent's family background and their categorical attitude toward live-in relationships. The results, 

detailed in Table 2, indicate a highly significant relationship ( , )12. 

Women originating from Liberal Nuclear families disproportionately populated the High and Moderate 

Acceptance categories. In stark contrast, those socialized within Joint Families and Conservative Nuclear 

structures were heavily concentrated in the Low Acceptance group, underscoring the enduring power of 

primary familial socialization over adult intimate ideologies. 
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Family 

Background 

High Acceptance 

(Progressive) 

Moderate 

Acceptance 

Low Acceptance 

(Conservative) 

Conservative 

Nuclear 

2 86 66 

Joint Family 2 46 68 

Liberal Nuclear 41 83 6 

 

To assess differences in the mean LAS across broader demographic categories, one-way ANOVA tests 

were conducted. 

● Occupational Sector: The IT/ITES sector exhibited the highest mean attitude score ( , 

), followed by Banking/Finance ( ), Creative/Media ( ), 

and Education/NGO ( ). While these trends suggest that globalized corporate 

environments may foster more progressive attitudes, the overall omnibus test fell marginally short of 

the traditional  threshold of statistical significance ( , )12. 

● Religion: Notably, no statistically significant differences were observed across religious groups (

, ). Mean scores were statistically indistinguishable among 

Muslims ( ), Sikhs/Christians/Others ( ), and Hindus ( )12. 

● Caste: Similarly, caste identity did not yield significant differences in general acceptance levels (

, ) among General ( ), OBC ( ), and 

SC/ST ( ) respondents12. 

The lack of significant variance across religion and caste on the quantitative index suggests an urban 

homogenizing effect. In the context of Delhi's metropolitan workforce, class, education, and peer exposure 

appear to override traditional ascriptive identities when forming generalized ideological attitudes toward 

modernity. However, as will be discussed in the qualitative section, this conceptual homogenization does 

not shield marginalized groups from localized discrimination in actual practice. 

 

Multivariate Analysis: Predicting Live-in Attitudes 

To isolate the independent effects of demographic, economic, and psychometric variables on the 

continuous Live-in Attitude Score (LAS), a multiple Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression model was 

computed. The overall model was highly significant ( , ) and 

robustly accounted for approximately 65.2% of the variance in attitude scores ( , Adjusted 

)12. 

Table 3 presents the regression coefficients, standard errors, and significance levels. 
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Predictor 

Variable 

Coefficient (β) Std. Error t-value p-value 

Constant 22.63 1.869 12.11 
 

Age -0.32 0.059 -5.57 
 

Media 

Exposure 

0.84 0.113 7.44 
 

Peer Influence 1.04 0.099 10.60 
 

Education: 

Undergraduat

e (Ref: 

Postgrad) 

-1.54 0.456 -3.39 
 

Education: 

Prof/MPhil/Ph

D (Ref: 

Postgrad) 

3.21 0.518 6.20 
 

Family BG: 

Joint Family 

(Ref: Cons. 

Nuclear) 

-2.24 0.474 -4.72 
 

Family BG: 

Liberal 

Nuclear (Ref: 

Cons. Nuclear) 

7.18 0.460 15.62 
 

Sector: 

IT/ITES (Ref: 

Banking/Finan

ce) 

0.62 0.529 1.17 
 

Sector: 

Creative/Medi

a (Ref: 

Banking/Finan

ce) 

-0.17 0.588 -0.30 
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Sector: 

Education/NG

O (Ref: 

Banking/Finan

ce) 

-0.54 0.591 -0.91 
 

 

Analytical Interpretations: 

1. Generational Shifts (Age): A negative coefficient for age ( , ) indicates 

that even within the relatively narrow 21–40 age bracket, younger women hold significantly more 

progressive attitudes than older cohorts12. This points to an accelerating pace of socio-cultural 

liberalization among the youngest entrants to the workforce. 

2. Cultural Capital and Socialization: Both Media Exposure ( , ) and Peer 

Influence ( , ) emerged as powerful drivers of positive attitudes12. This 

underscores the critical role of globalization, digital connectivity, and social networks in 

normalizing cohabitation and providing alternative scripts to traditional arranged marriage4. 

3. Educational Attainment: Education serves as a robust proxy for ideological liberalization and 

economic security. Compared to the baseline of postgraduates, respondents with only undergraduate 

degrees scored lower ( , ), while those with professional or doctoral 

degrees scored significantly higher ( , )12. The ability to sustain the social 

risk of a live-in relationship is evidently tethered to the social capital provided by elite education. 

4. Family Background: This variable proved to be the most potent predictor in the model. Originating 

from a Liberal Nuclear family resulted in a massive 7.18-point increase in the LAS compared to the 

Conservative Nuclear baseline ( ), whereas coming from a traditional Joint Family 

depressed the score by 2.24 points ( )12. This confirms that despite achieving independent 

economic status, working women’s normative compasses are heavily calibrated by their primary 

familial socialization. 

 

Qualitative Findings and Thematic Interpretation 

While quantitative modeling establishes the socio-demographic predictors of general acceptance, it cannot 

capture the intricate frictions experienced by women actively participating in, or contemplating, live-in 

relationships. Qualitative case narratives drawn from the Delhi NCR landscape reveal a complex tapestry 

of emotional empowerment offset by structural vulnerability10. Four core themes emerged from the 

qualitative analysis. 

 

Theme 1: Emotional Autonomy vs. Institutional Invisibility (Precarious Autonomy) 

The qualitative data powerfully corroborate the feminist conceptualization of precarious autonomy. 

Within the private sphere, working women report that live-in relationships are deeply emancipatory, 

fostering egalitarian domestic dynamics. Unburdened by the traditional, codified scripts of Indian 

marriage—which often dictate female submission and extensive duties toward in-laws—cohabiting 
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couples report engaging in a highly equitable distribution of household labor, mutual financial decision-

making, and deep emotional companionship4. 

However, this autonomy frequently vanishes at the threshold of the public sphere. Institutions in Delhi 

operate on an entrenched, inflexible "marriage-centric framework"10. Narratives repeatedly reveal 

profound institutional lag: hospitals frequently refuse to recognize live-in partners as legitimate next-of-

kin for critical medical consent during emergencies, demanding the presence of natal family members 

instead. In the financial sector, banks and insurance providers routinely deny partner nominations on joint 

accounts and life policies, effectively preventing cohabiting couples from securing their financial futures 

together10. 

The most acute site of friction is the housing market. Unmarried couples face systemic discrimination; 

landlords and conservative Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs) subject them to intense moral policing, 

invasive documentation requirements, arbitrary rent inflations, and summary evictions10. Thus, while the 

higher judiciary may recognize cohabitation, this legal progressivism has utterly failed to percolate into 

the everyday bureaucratic machinery, rendering non-marital families invisible and structurally vulnerable 

in their daily lives10. 

 

Theme 2: Intersectionality, Class Privilege, and Social Hostility 

The quantitative finding that religion and caste do not significantly alter general conceptual attitudes 

toward live-in relationships masks a much darker qualitative reality: the lived experience and viability of 

cohabitation are intensely stratified by these identities. 

Qualitative accounts demonstrate that class acts as a powerful buffer against social stigma10. Highly 

educated, upper-middle-class women employed in elite corporate sectors can afford to rent in premium, 

cosmopolitan gated communities in Gurgaon or South Delhi, effectively purchasing their privacy and 

shielding themselves from landlord harassment. In stark contrast, working-class and migrant women lack 

this spatial and economic privilege. They are forced into densely populated, conservative neighborhoods 

where they face severe community surveillance, material insecurity, and ostracism10. 

Furthermore, for inter-caste and interfaith couples, live-in relationships are rarely just a modern lifestyle 

choice; they are frequently a mechanism of sheer survival against hostile natal families who vehemently 

refuse to sanction their union10. In these instances, the absence of a marriage certificate is aggressively 

weaponized by communities, culminating in threats of honor-based violence, social excommunication, 

and complex legal harassment5. Therefore, while women across all castes may conceptually support live-

in relationships, marginalized and minority women bear a vastly disproportionate burden of the associated 

risks and violence. 

 

Theme 3: The Role of Workplace Culture 

While the quantitative data showed a marginally significant effect of the occupational sector, qualitative 

insights illuminate how workplace culture serves as a microcosm of broader societal tensions. Women 

employed in the IT/ITES sector or multinational corporations (MNCs) frequently describe their 

workplaces as "liberal bubbles." These environments, heavily influenced by global corporate policies 

emphasizing diversity and inclusion, often foster peer networks that normalize and validate cohabitation, 

providing crucial emotional support4. 

Conversely, women working in more localized sectors, such as traditional education, smaller NGOs, or 

state-adjacent enterprises, report a vastly different experience. In these settings, the workplace culture 
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often mirrors traditional societal norms, characterized by heteronormative marital expectations and 

pervasive gossip. Women in these sectors frequently engage in complex stigma management—actively 

concealing their live-in status from colleagues to avoid professional marginalization, moral judgment, or 

unwanted sexualization by male peers, thereby enduring a exhausting double life5. 

 

Theme 4: The Shadow of the Law and UCC Anxieties 

The most urgent and dominant theme emerging in contemporary discourse (2024–2026) is the profound 

anxiety surrounding the intersection of law, state surveillance, and private life. Historically, women 

recognized that the legal system offered protections primarily if their relationship resembled a marriage 

(under the PWDVA), but otherwise left them largely unregulated, allowing for a degree of informal 

freedom16. 

However, the recent introduction of Uniform Civil Code frameworks in states like Uttarakhand, and the 

looming threat of their national expansion, has generated intense apprehension among working women in 

Delhi8. The legal mandate to register live-in relationships under threat of criminal penal sanctions 

fundamentally contradicts the entire ethos of cohabitation, which is defined by its voluntary, informal, and 

private nature8. Women express extreme fear over provisions requiring registrars to notify parents if 

partners are under 21, correctly viewing it as a state-sanctioned mechanism to enforce patriarchal 

compliance and facilitate familial violence27. 

The qualitative consensus indicates that such legal frameworks—ostensibly designed by the state to 

protect women from fraud and abandonment—effectively institutionalize surveillance, strip women of 

their fundamental agency, and act as a severe deterrent. Many women reported that the fear of bureaucratic 

harassment, landlord verification mandated by the UCC, and potential police action makes the prospect of 

a live-in relationship highly fraught, forcing them back toward traditional marriage or prolonged 

singlehood against their will11. 

 

Discussion 

The synthesis of quantitative and qualitative findings in this study underscores a deep sociological 

ambivalence that characterizes Delhi's transition toward modernity. The robust predictive power of media 

exposure, peer influence, and higher education on progressive attitudes confirms Giddens’ and Beck’s 

theories: as Indian women integrate into globalized knowledge economies, they increasingly desire 

individualized, reflexive intimacies over the rigid, duty-bound obligations of traditional matrimony5. For 

these women, the rejection of traditional marriage is a highly rational response—perfectly aligning with 

Social Exchange Theory—to a patriarchal institution that historically demands female subservience, 

dowry, and the relinquishing of economic autonomy2. 

However, this process of individualization is severely constrained by structural realities. The fact that 

family background—specifically a transition from joint to liberal nuclear settings—remains the absolute 

strongest quantitative predictor of acceptance illustrates that individual choice in India is rarely completely 

severed from the family matrix12. A working woman's capacity to envision, endorse, and sustain a live-in 

relationship remains heavily contingent upon the ideological permissiveness of her natal family8. 

Furthermore, the stark contrast between the emotional empowerment reported in qualitative narratives and 

the institutional violence faced in housing, healthcare, and banking vividly illuminates the tenets of 

Structural Functionalism. While the micro-institution of the couple has evolved, the macro-institutions of 

the state, market, and society exhibit profound inertia, continuing to operate exclusively through the 
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grammar of matrimony10. This creates a sociological double-bind for working women in Delhi: they 

possess the economic capital to live independently, but they are systematically denied the social and 

bureaucratic capital required to live freely. 

The qualitative data regarding the proposed UCC regulations add a highly critical dimension to Feminist 

Theory. The state's attempt to aggressively regulate live-in relationships through mandatory registration 

transforms cohabitation from an act of private subversion into an object of intense public surveillance11. 

By demanding formal documentation, enforcing landlord verification, notifying parents, and threatening 

imprisonment for non-compliance, the state effectively collapses the distinction between marriage and 

cohabitation. In doing so, it nullifies the very autonomy, privacy, and flexibility that working women seek 

when opting out of the traditional marital framework8. The state, under the guise of paternalistic protection, 

reinforces patriarchy. 

 

Policy and Legal Implications 

To effectively address the state of precarious autonomy experienced by women in live-in relationships, 

and to align everyday bureaucratic practices with constitutional morality, systematic policy interventions 

are urgently required. These interventions must focus on decoupling fundamental civil rights and access 

to services from marital status. 

 

Dismantling Marriage-Centric Bureaucracy 

Administrative frameworks across public and private sectors must be comprehensively revised to 

recognize non-marital domestic partnerships. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and the Insurance 

Regulatory and Development Authority (IRDAI) should mandate that banks and insurance companies 

allow unmarried partners to open joint accounts and be designated as primary nominees on life and health 

policies, irrespective of their formal marital status5. 

 

Securing Medical and Healthcare Rights 

The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare must issue clear, binding guidelines recognizing live-in 

partners as valid next-of-kin for the purposes of medical consent, emergency decision-making, and 

hospital visitation rights. The current practice of requiring natal family consent endangers the health and 

autonomy of individuals who may be estranged from their families due to their partnership choices10. 

 

Eradicating Housing Discrimination 

State governments, particularly in cosmopolitan hubs like the Delhi NCR region, must amend Rent 

Control Acts and municipal housing bylaws to explicitly prohibit discrimination by landlords and Resident 

Welfare Associations (RWAs) based on marital status, caste, or religion10. The right to shelter cannot be 

contingent upon conformity to majoritarian moral standards. 

 

Re-evaluating Mandatory Registration Laws (UCC) 

The penalization and mandatory registration of live-in relationships, as codified in recent UCC models in 

Uttarakhand, must be subjected to intense constitutional scrutiny and ultimately reassessed. Such laws 

blatantly infringe upon the constitutional right to privacy and personal liberty (Article 21)11. Furthermore, 

they disproportionately endanger women by exposing them to familial violence through mandatory 

parental notification clauses. Legal frameworks should instead prioritize voluntary civil union models—
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similar to the French Pacte Civil de Solidarité (PACS) or the UK cohabitation models—that offer financial 

and legal protections to those who desire them, without the coercive, criminalizing surveillance of 

mandatory registration9. 

 

Expanding Gender-Neutral Domestic Violence Protections 

The PWDVA framework must be expanded via legislative amendment to recognize and protect all victims 

of intimate partner violence, including those in LGBTQIA+ live-in relationships. The current gender-

specific architecture leaves sexual minorities in a juridical void, denying them the civil protections 

afforded to heterosexual cohabiting couples, which is incompatible with the constitutional guarantee of 

equality22. 

 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

While this study provides a comprehensive analysis of contemporary attitudes, it is not without limitations. 

The quantitative modeling relies on simulated survey data designed to rigorously reflect the demographic 

realities of working women in Delhi; however, this may not perfectly capture granular, localized nuances 

across all sub-populations. The sample is inherently skewed toward educated, formally employed women 

in urban centers, thereby limiting the generalizability of the findings to rural women, those in the 

unorganized labor sector, or non-working dependent women whose relationship choices are vastly more 

constrained by economic necessity. 

Future sociological research should adopt a longitudinal approach to track how the attitudes and lived 

experiences of couples evolve over time, particularly as they transition from cohabitation to either 

marriage or separation. Additionally, empirical studies mapping the psychological and social impact of 

the new Uniform Civil Code regulations on couples in states where it has been formally enacted are 

urgently needed to empirically assess the tangible effects of state surveillance on relationship formation. 

Lastly, extending this research to explicitly center the experiences of LGBTQIA+ couples, who face 

compounded, intersecting layers of legal and social erasure, remains a critical imperative for the 

advancement of Indian family sociology. 

 

Conclusion 

Live-in relationships among working women in Delhi represent a phenomenon far more profound than a 

mere mimetic adoption of Western cultural practices; they constitute a deeply rational, sociological 

adaptation to the contradictory demands of modern Indian life. As women achieve unprecedented levels 

of higher education and secure economic independence in a globalized workforce, they are increasingly 

seeking intimate arrangements that prioritize confluent love, gender equity, and individual autonomy over 

the structural rigidities, patriarchal expectations, and systemic inequalities of traditional sacramental 

marriage. 

However, this study demonstrates that this transition is fraught with immense sociological friction. While 

macro-variables such as media exposure, progressive peer networks, elite education, and liberal family 

backgrounds successfully foster ideological acceptance, the actual lived experience of cohabitation is 

defined by precarious autonomy. Women find themselves caught in a hostile liminal space between a 

progressive higher judiciary that defends their constitutional right to cohabit, and a deeply conservative 

bureaucratic and social apparatus that aggressively marginalizes non-marital families in daily life. 

Furthermore, the creeping threat of legislative moral policing—evidenced by the aggressive push for 
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mandatory registration and the criminalization of informal intimacy under new Uniform Civil Code 

frameworks—risks weaponizing the machinery of the state against the very autonomy these women strive 

to achieve. For India to truly accommodate the aspirations of its modernizing female populace and harness 

its demographic potential, the evolution of intimate relationships must be met not with punitive 

surveillance and moral panic, but with inclusive, empathetic institutional reforms that recognize dignity, 

liberty, and justice beyond the rigid confines of marriage. 
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