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Abstract 

This paper critically examines the lived experiences of working women in Delhi and the National Capital Region (NCR) 

who are currently or previously involved in live-in relationships. Grounded in Feminist Standpoint Theory, 

Intersectionality, Symbolic Interactionism, and the Sociology of Emotions, the research employs qualitative methods, 

drawing upon 28 in-depth, semi-structured interviews analyzed via thematic analysis. The findings reveal that for many 

working women, cohabitation represents a deliberate, agentic choice to negotiate personal autonomy, reflexive intimacy, 

and financial independence outside the patriarchal structures of traditional arranged marriage. However, this study posits 

that such arrangements result in a state of "precarious autonomy." While women carve out egalitarian spaces within the 

private domestic sphere, they simultaneously encounter severe social stigma, housing discrimination, and extra-legal 

moral policing in the public domain. Furthermore, despite conditional judicial recognition, deeply marriage-centric state 

bureaucracies and institutions systematically marginalize non-marital families, exacerbating vulnerabilities during crises 

such as abandonment, intimate partner violence, or the death of a partner. These vulnerabilities are distinctly stratified 

along intersecting axes of class, caste, and religion. The paper concludes with structural policy recommendations urging 

a decoupling of basic civil rights from marital status to protect diverse formations of intimacy in contemporary India. 
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Introduction 

The family has historically functioned as the foundational institution of Indian society, deeply embedded in cultural 

traditions, kinship norms, and patriarchal moral values. Classical sociological perspectives have traditionally viewed the 

Indian family as the primary agent of socialization, reproduction of social norms, and the stabilization of adult 

personalities, characterized by joint or extended structures, unquestioned patriarchal authority, patrilineal inheritance, 

and strict adherence to endogamous marriage1. However, the contemporary urban landscape of India, particularly within 

metropolitan epicentres like Delhi and the National Capital Region (NCR), is undergoing a profound demographic and 

structural transformation. Driven by macro-sociological forces such as rapid urbanization, rural-to-urban migration, 

integration into globalized labor markets, rising access to higher education, and the increasing participation of women 

in the formal workforce, traditional family structures are experiencing unprecedented reconfiguration1. 

Within this evolving milieu, live-in relationships—defined as consensual cohabitation between two unmarried adults 

sharing an intimate, marriage-like domestic life—have emerged as a highly visible, sociologically significant, and deeply 

contested alternative to the traditional institution of arranged marriage2. For a growing demographic of working women, 

cohabitation represents a deliberate and agentic departure from patriarchal control. It offers an experimental spatial and 

relational geography for reflexive intimacy, emotional companionship, and personal autonomy outside the rigid 

strictures of marital duty4. Yet, this demographic shift in private behavior has not been accompanied by a parallel 

transformation in collective societal attitudes or the bureaucratic architectures of the Indian state. Consequently, women 

opting for non-marital cohabitation find themselves navigating an exceptionally complex paradox. 

The central thesis of this exhaustive analysis posits that live-in relationships in urban India generate a state of "precarious 

autonomy" for working women4. While these cohabiting arrangements carve out vital, unprecedented spaces for 

emotional freedom, financial independence, and egalitarian negotiation within the private sphere, they simultaneously 

expose women to profound and systemic vulnerabilities in the public and institutional domains. This precarity is actively 

sustained and exacerbated by pervasive social stigma, extra-legal moral policing by communities, intense legal 

ambiguity, and a staunchly marriage-centric institutional framework that systematically disenfranchises non-marital 
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families4. Furthermore, these experiences are not monolithic; they are deeply stratified along intersecting axes of class, 

caste, and religion, which dictate the severity of the structural violence and exclusion these women endure1. 

By centering the lived experiences of working women in Delhi-NCR, this report critically examines the motivations 

underlying the choice to cohabit, the intricate architecture of social stigma, the gendered dynamics of emotional labor 

within these relationships, and the severe institutional barriers that define their daily realities. The analysis contextualizes 

these findings within broader Indian and international scholarship on changing family structures, ultimately arguing that 

the Indian state and society must transition from penalizing non-conformity to structurally protecting diverse formations 

of intimacy. 

 

Theoretical Foundations 

To comprehensively unpack the gendered nuances of non-marital cohabitation in a deeply traditional society 

transitioning toward modernity, this analysis employs a multi-dimensional theoretical approach. The integration of 

Feminist Standpoint Theory, Intersectionality, Symbolic Interactionism, and the Sociology of Emotions provides a 

robust framework for interpreting the complex realities of cohabiting women. 

 

Feminist Standpoint Theory and the Situated Knower 

Feminist Standpoint Theory, rooted in the epistemological interventions of scholars like Sandra Harding and Dorothy 

Smith, asserts that knowledge is inherently socially situated6. The theory posits that marginalized groups—specifically 

women—possess an "epistemic edge" or advantage in understanding the mechanisms of patriarchal power, precisely 

because they must navigate a world constructed by and for dominant groups6. Traditional sociologies and legal 

epistemologies often rely on androcentric assumptions that render women's domestic labor, emotional burdens, and 

unique vulnerabilities invisible6. 

By positioning the working woman in a live-in relationship as a "situated knower," this analysis centers her unique 

vantage point. These women live directly at the fault lines of tradition and modernity. Their daily negotiations with 

landlords, families, and state institutions expose the profound contradictions inherent in India's legal and social systems. 

Their lived realities reveal how patriarchy does not simply dissolve in the face of female financial independence; rather, 

it adapts and reconfigures itself, maintaining structural control over women's bodies and choices even when the formal 

institution of marriage is explicitly bypassed5. 

 

Intersectionality and the Stratification of Vulnerability 

The analytical lens of intersectionality, foundationalized by Kimberlé Crenshaw, is critical for understanding that gender 

oppression does not operate in a vacuum4. In the Indian context, gender is inextricably linked to the caste system, class 

disparities, and religious identities, creating intersecting systems of disadvantage10. The concept of the "charmed circle" 

of sexuality, articulated by Gayle Rubin, dictates that relationships deviating from the heterosexual, intra-caste, 

reproductive, marital norm are pushed to the margins of society and aggressively penalized10. 

Intersectional analysis reveals that the experience of a live-in relationship is radically divergent depending on a woman's 

social location. An upper-middle-class, dominant-caste corporate professional in South Delhi may experience 

cohabitation largely as an exercise in cosmopolitan freedom, shielded from severe physical violence by her economic 

capital and social networks4. In stark contrast, a working-class Dalit migrant woman in the same city faces an intensified 

nexus of vulnerability. For her, the lack of marital status intersects with caste-based spatial segregation and extreme 

economic precarity, leaving her exposed to heightened risks of intimate partner violence, police apathy, and social 

destitution4. 

 

Symbolic Interactionism and the Architecture of Stigma 

Symbolic Interactionism posits that social reality is continuously constructed through daily interpersonal interactions 

and the subjective meanings individuals attach to symbols like "marriage," "family," "honor," and "commitment"2. 

Erving Goffman’s seminal theory of stigma is particularly instrumental in analyzing how cohabiting women manage 

their social identities in a society that views them with suspicion15. 

In a cultural paradigm where marriage is virtually synonymous with female social respectability and moral worth, the 
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unmarried cohabiting woman possesses what Goffman terms a "spoiled identity"13. The analysis explores how women 

engage in complex, exhausting acts of "stigma management" and information control—such as passing as married, 

compartmentalizing their social lives, or absorbing "courtesy stigma" in their professional environments—to navigate 

physical and social spaces governed by traditional moralities17. 

 

Sociology of Emotions and Emotional Labor 

The Sociology of Emotions, particularly Arlie Hochschild's pioneering concepts of "emotional labor" and "feeling rules," 

provides a critical framework for examining the private, internal dynamics of live-in relationships19. While contemporary 

cohabitation is often theorized through Anthony Giddens' concept of the "pure relationship"—an egalitarian bond 

entered into and maintained solely for mutual emotional benefit and sexual satisfaction1—the reality often reflects a 

continuation of deeply entrenched gendered expectations. 

This analysis scrutinizes how traditional feeling rules dictate that women continue to bear the disproportionate burden 

of care work, relationship maintenance, and emotional regulation, even in spaces explicitly chosen to escape traditional 

gender roles1. The application of this theory exposes the limits of structural transformation within the home, highlighting 

how emotional labor remains feminized and undervalued19. 

 

Empirical Framework and Ethical Parameters 

The findings synthesized in this report draw upon an extensive qualitative empirical foundation, structured to capture 

the nuanced realities of cohabitation in Delhi-NCR. The analysis is based on 28 in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

conducted with working women who are either currently involved in, or have previously exited, live-in relationships. 

The analytical approach utilizes grounded theory techniques and thematic analysis, allowing organic categories, 

challenges, and coping mechanisms to emerge directly from the participants' detailed narratives4. 

The participant pool was deliberately stratified across multiple demographic axes to ensure a comprehensive 

representation of urban realities. Participants ranged in age from 22 to 45 years and were engaged across varied 

occupational sectors, from high-income corporate IT professionals and academic researchers to informal sector workers 

and domestic help. The qualitative inquiries traced the complete life-cycle of the cohabiting relationship: exploring 

initial motivations, the daily negotiation of domestic labor, encounters with state and private institutions, relationships 

with natal families, and, crucially, experiences of crisis such as illness, pregnancy, or separation4. 

Recognizing the deeply sensitive, often stigmatized nature of non-normative sexual and romantic choices in India, 

stringent ethical protocols were paramount. All data processing prioritized the psychological safety of the participants, 

employing strict anonymization and pseudonymization to protect against the severe social, professional, and familial 

repercussions associated with the stigma of cohabitation. The interviews were conducted using trauma-informed 

methodologies, acknowledging that for many women, particularly those who had exited abusive live-in relationships, 

discussing their experiences carried a high risk of re-traumatization. 

 

Participant Demographic Profile (Aggregated Data) Percentage Representation 

Age Distribution 
 

22–28 years 46% 

29–35 years 36% 

36–45 years 18% 
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Socio-Economic/Occupational Sector 
 

Corporate/White-Collar Professionals 43% 

Academic/Creative/NGO Sectors 28% 

Blue-Collar/Informal/Migrant Workers 29% 

Caste & Community Background 
 

General Category (Dominant Castes) 50% 

Marginalized Castes (SC/ST/OBC) 35% 

Minority Religious Communities 15% 

Relationship Typology 
 

Intra-community/Intra-caste 39% 

Inter-caste/Inter-faith 46% 

Queer/LGBTQ+ Partnerships 15% 

Deconstructing Motivations: The Pursuit of Autonomy 

The narratives of working women in Delhi reveal that the decision to enter a live-in relationship is rarely a passive or 

casual drift into cohabitation. Rather, it is frequently a highly calculated, agentic choice that functions as a structural 

critique of traditional Indian marriage and its attendant expectations. 

 

Resistance to the Patriarchal Bargain 

A primary motivator for choosing a live-in relationship is the explicit rejection of the arranged marriage system and the 

patriarchal control it entails4. In traditional Indian frameworks, marriage is conceptualized not merely as an individual 

union, but as a socio-economic alliance between families, strictly regulated by caste endogamy, religious boundaries, 

and hierarchical gender roles1. Many participants view cohabitation as a vital mechanism to assert bodily, romantic, and 

spatial autonomy, bypassing the parental and communal control over mate selection that characterizes the Indian 

marriage market1. 
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For inter-caste and inter-faith couples, cohabitation is often elevated from a lifestyle preference to a prerequisite for 

survival. The pervasive threat of "honor-based" violence from natal families forces many socially transgressive couples 

to flee to the relative anonymity of the metropolitan NCR region. In these instances, the live-in arrangement serves as a 

physical and social sanctuary against community retribution, allowing relationships that cross the rigid boundaries of 

caste and religion to exist outside the immediate surveillance of conservative family networks or community councils10. 

Furthermore, for women who have survived prior abusive marriages, cohabitation offers companionship without the 

legal entanglement and perceived inescapable permanence of a second marriage21. 

 

Reflexive Intimacy and the Companionate Ideal 

The concept of "rehearsing" for marriage is highly prevalent among urban middle-class youth, reflecting a broader 

cultural transition toward companionate models of intimacy3. Women frequently cite the absolute necessity of testing 

domestic, financial, and emotional compatibility before committing to a permanent legal bond. In this modern paradigm, 

the success of a relationship is judged by its capacity to provide emotional fulfillment, mutual respect, and shared values, 

rather than its ritual legitimacy or fulfillment of social duty2. By living together, women actively evaluate a partner's 

willingness to share domestic chores, their financial habits, and their conflict-resolution skills—critical behavioral traits 

that are often deliberately obscured or misrepresented during traditional courtship or formal arranged marriage 

negotiations22. 

 

Economic Imperatives and Career Ascendancy 

The rising age of marriage among urban working women correlates strongly with a reprioritization of career aspirations 

over early family formation2. Cohabitation offers a structural flexibility that traditional marriage, with its heavy social 

obligations, traditionally denies. Women in high-pressure corporate, medical, or academic roles report that live-in 

relationships allow them to enjoy emotional companionship and sexual intimacy without the immediate, overwhelming 

burden of in-law management, mandatory ritual participation, or the intense, culturally sanctioned pressure to transition 

rapidly into motherhood21. The live-in structure, often conceptualized under the paradigm of "living apart together" 

(LAT) or dual-income-no-kids (DINK) dynamics, allows women to maintain uncompromised control over their self-

acquired assets, career trajectories, and geographic mobility, ensuring that their professional identities are not subsumed 

by domestic roles15. 

 

The Private Sphere: Emotional Labor and Reconfigured Patriarchy 

While the public framing and internal motivations for live-in relationships emphasize egalitarianism and freedom, the 

private realities inside the cohabiting home often tell a more complex story. A sociological analysis of the emotional 

and domestic labor within these households reveals that patriarchy is not dismantled by the absence of a marriage 

certificate; rather, it is subtly and continuously reconfigured1. 

 

The Feminization of Care Work and Feeling Rules 

Despite the explicit rejection of the formal title of "wife," women in live-in relationships frequently find themselves 

performing the traditional duties historically associated with the role1. The physical labor of maintaining the household—

cooking, cleaning, organizing—and the profound emotional labor of sustaining the relationship continue to be heavily 

feminized1. 

Applying Hochschild's framework of emotional labor, women report disproportionately managing the "feeling rules" of 

the household: soothing male egos, absorbing workplace stress, regulating conflict, and ensuring domestic harmony20. 

The progressive, modern facade of the live-in relationship often masks what Deniz Kandiyoti terms a "patriarchal 

bargain." Men in these arrangements frequently enjoy the extensive benefits of domestic care, emotional support, and 

regular sexual intimacy without assuming the reciprocal accountability, social commitment, or legal obligations that are 

theoretically mandated by formal marriage1. This dynamic reveals that while women have achieved entry into the paid 

workforce, the corresponding expectation for men to equally share the unpaid care economy remains largely unmet, 

resulting in a dual burden for cohabiting working women. 
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The Asymmetry of Exit Costs and Emotional Toll 

A recurring and deeply concerning theme in the sociology of non-marital relationships in India is the stark asymmetry 

of risk and exit costs4. Popular discourse often suggests that live-in relationships are liberating specifically because they 

are easier to exit—there is no need for a protracted, expensive, and socially exhausting legal divorce22. However, the 

emotional, social, and reputational "exit costs" are overwhelmingly borne by women1. 

When a live-in relationship dissolves, the male partner typically re-enters the traditional arranged marriage market with 

relative ease, his past cohabitation either ignored or tacitly accepted under patriarchal double standards. In stark contrast, 

the woman faces a severely depreciated social currency. The stigma of having been in a live-in relationship is frequently 

equated in conservative Indian discourse with a loss of "purity," diminished moral character, or being "damaged goods," 

making her future matrimonial prospects exceedingly difficult13. This severe power imbalance often traps women in 

unfulfilling, stagnant, or even toxic cohabiting relationships, as the psychological terror of societal backlash and isolation 

upon exiting frequently outweighs the desire for true independence15. 

 

The Public Sphere: Navigating Stigma and Spatial Exclusion 

The autonomy experienced in the private sphere of the cohabiting couple sharply dissipates the moment they step into 

the public sphere, where the unmarried woman is subjected to relentless surveillance, judgment, and moral policing4. 

The urban environment in Delhi-NCR operates through intricate networks of informal social control that actively 

penalize non-conformity. 

 

Housing Discrimination and the Weaponization of Space 

The most immediate, material, and universally cited manifestation of social stigma is housing discrimination. Landlords 

and Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs) in Delhi act as formidable informal moral gatekeepers, frequently and 

overtly denying rental accommodation to unmarried couples4. RWAs often weaponize neighborhood bylaws to enforce 

a strict "family-only" mandate, implicitly and stubbornly defining "family" exclusively through the lens of legal 

marriage. 

To secure basic housing, women frequently resort to elaborate, exhausting performances of stigma management15. 

Couples may forge marriage certificates, wear traditional markers of matrimony (such as the mangalsutra, sindoor, or 

toe rings), or introduce their partners to neighbors as siblings or cousins. This forced deception breeds a constant, low-

grade psychological terror of being "found out." Discovery often leads to sudden, extra-legal evictions, intense public 

humiliation, character assassination within the neighborhood, and the arbitrary confiscation of security deposits by 

hostile landlords who leverage the couple's lack of legal standing5. 

 

Workplace Perceptions and Courtesy Stigma 

In the professional sphere, working women must engage in meticulous boundary maintenance. While multi-national 

corporations situated in metropolitan hubs like Gurgaon or Noida may project progressive, globalized corporate values, 

the interpersonal dynamics and water-cooler culture of the Indian workplace remain deeply conservative16. Women often 

actively conceal their relationship status to avoid "courtesy stigma"—the devaluation that occurs by association with a 

stigmatized or taboo practice18. 

Disclosure of a live-in relationship frequently invites unsolicited scrutiny regarding a woman's moral character, her long-

term commitment to her career, or her sexual availability. Women report that being known as "living in" strips them of 

the protective, respectable aura afforded to a "married woman," thereby exposing them to heightened risks of workplace 

sexual harassment, exclusion from informal networking, or being implicitly passed over for leadership roles due to 

perceived instability3. 

 

Legal Precarity and the State's Monopoly on Marriage 

The most severe and structurally debilitating consequence of the "precarious autonomy" characterizing live-in 

relationships is the profound legal and institutional vulnerability women face4. While the higher echelons of the Indian 

judiciary have made progressive strides in recognizing non-marital cohabitation, everyday state and private 
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bureaucracies remain stubbornly, and often punitively, marriage-centric. 

 

The Judicial Landscape: Conditional Protection 

The Supreme Court of India has consistently maintained that live-in relationships between consenting adults are neither 

illegal nor unconstitutional8. Article 21 of the Constitution (Right to Life and Personal Liberty) forms the bedrock of 

this protection, famously upheld in landmark cases like Lata Singh v. State of U.P. (2006) and S. Khushboo v. 

Kanniammal (2010), which struck down notions of cohabitation as an inherent immorality or criminal offense8. 

The most critical legal framework theoretically available to cohabiting women is the Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act (PWDVA), 2005. Section 2(f) of the Act expands the definition of a domestic relationship to 

include a "relationship in the nature of marriage"9. This provision grants cohabiting women the vital right to seek 

protection orders, residence rights, and financial maintenance8. 

However, the practical application of this protection is highly conditional and frequently inaccessible. In D. Velusamy 

v. D. Patchaiammal (2010) and Indra Sarma v. V.K.V. Sarma (2013), the Supreme Court laid down stringent criteria to 

determine if a relationship qualifies as being "in the nature of marriage"5. 

 

Supreme Court Criteria for "Relationship in 

the Nature of Marriage" (Velusamy 

Guidelines) 

Sociological Implication & Impact on Women 

1. Hold themselves out to society as being akin 

to spouses. 

Disqualifies couples who hide their relationship 

from conservative landlords/families to secure 

housing or safety.4 

2. Be of legal age to marry. 
Standard requirement, but ignores informal 

unions among marginalized youth.9 

3. Be otherwise qualified to enter into a legal 

marriage (e.g., unmarried). 

Denies protection to women unknowingly living 

with a married man, or couples separated but not 

legally divorced (common due to slow courts).8 

4. Have voluntarily cohabited for a significant 

period of time. 

Excludes short-term cohabitants from seeking 

relief against sudden onset of severe domestic 

violence.9 

 

These criteria inadvertently exclude a vast majority of live-in relationships8. If a couple hid their relationship from 

society due to housing discrimination, they fail the first criterion. If one partner is legally married but separated (a 

common reality due to India's arduous, multi-year divorce process), the relationship is deemed adulterous by the courts. 

Indra Sarma explicitly excluded arrangements with married partners entered into knowingly from DV Act protection, 

creating a perilous legal grey area5. This leaves women uniquely vulnerable to domestic violence, financial abuse, and 

sudden eviction by their partners, with minimal to no legal recourse5. 

 

The Uttarakhand UCC Paradigm: State Surveillance of Intimacy 

The legal landscape has recently been radically altered, and arguably regressively reshaped, by the passage of the 

Uniform Civil Code of Uttarakhand Act, 2024, which serves as a highly watched bellwether for potential national 

legislation25. The Uttarakhand UCC mandates the compulsory registration of all live-in relationships within the state, as 

well as for residents of the state living elsewhere27. 

While political proponents argue that the UCC protects women by establishing clear maintenance rights and securing 

the legitimacy of children, a critical sociological reading reveals it as an unprecedented, draconian intrusion of state 
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power into the private sphere25. The Act effectively criminalizes the failure to register a live-in relationship within one 

month, imposing harsh penalties of up to three months in prison or substantial fines31. The bureaucratic process of 

registration empowers designated authorities to conduct "intrusive inquiries" into the validity and nature of the 

relationship, effectively forcing adult citizens to seek state approval for their intimate lives20. 

This mandatory registration completely dismantles the very essence of why many choose the live-in relationship—its 

privacy, its informality, and its freedom from state and familial interference25. For inter-faith and inter-caste couples, 

public registration acts as a dangerous mechanism of exposure. It places a highly visible target on their backs for vigilante 

groups and hostile families, functioning similarly to the much-criticized 30-day public notice period under the Special 

Marriage Act10. By attempting to forcefully formalize the informal, the state is effectively eradicating the sanctuary that 

live-in relationships provide, replacing the concept of "precarious autonomy" with outright criminalized surveillance20. 

 

Institutional Violence and Bureaucratic Erasure 

Beyond high courts and controversial state legislation, the true weight of legal insecurity is felt in everyday bureaucratic 

encounters. Institutions in India operate on a rigid, binary understanding of civil status: an individual is either legally 

single or legally married. The non-marital family is administratively invisible, leading to profound systemic exclusion4. 

In the healthcare sector, hospitals routinely refuse to recognize a live-in partner as the legal "next of kin." In medical 

emergencies requiring immediate consent for surgery, organ donation, or life support, long-term partners are legally 

sidelined. Instead, estranged natal families—who may have been violently opposed to the relationship—are summoned 

to make critical, life-altering decisions4. 

In the financial sector, banks, mutual funds, and insurance companies pose massive bureaucratic hurdles. They 

frequently reject unmarried partners as nominees for bank accounts, life insurance policies, or provident funds, citing 

internal compliance policies that recognize only blood relatives or spouses. Couples are forced to draft complex, 

expensive, and easily contested legal wills instead5. These everyday institutional practices systematically deny practical 

recognition to cohabiting partners, erasing their lived reality and enforcing the monopoly of marriage as the sole 

legitimate vehicle for family formation and wealth transfer4. 

 

Intersectional Vulnerabilities in Moments of Crisis 

The structural fragility of live-in relationships is most brutally exposed during life's critical milestones or unexpected 

crisis events. The analysis reveals that these crises are not experienced uniformly; their devastating impacts are heavily 

mediated by intersectional identities of class, caste, and access to capital4. 

 

Motherhood, Parentage, and the Stigma of Illegitimacy 

The transition to parenthood is a primary site of systemic violence for cohabiting women. Despite the progressive 

Supreme Court ruling in Tulsa v. Durghatiya (2008), which declared that children born to parents who have cohabited 

for a long period are legitimate and possess inheritance rights to self-acquired property, the bureaucratic reality is 

harrowing8. 

Schools routinely demand formal marriage certificates for a child's admission, effectively weaponizing the child's 

fundamental right to education against the parents' non-conformist marital status4. Municipal authorities create immense 

friction when issuing birth certificates, often stubbornly refusing to include the father's name without proof of a legal 

marriage. If the relationship dissolves, women face agonizing, protracted legal battles over child custody and 

maintenance. Because the parameters of the relationship were never legally formalized, establishing paternity and 

fighting for child support in family courts becomes a humiliating endeavor, frequently marked by defense lawyers 

deploying aggressive character assassinations and allegations of female immorality4. 

 

Death, Abandonment, and Financial Destitution 

The sudden death of a partner in a live-in relationship frequently results in the immediate, catastrophic 

disenfranchisement of the surviving woman4. Bereft of the automatic inheritance rights and social sympathies bestowed 

upon a legal widow, women are often swiftly and callously evicted from shared homes by the deceased partner's natal 

family. Jointly accumulated assets—unless meticulously documented in joint names or ironclad wills—are legally seized 
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by the biological heirs, leaving the woman financially destitute and grieving in isolation15. 

Similarly, in cases of sudden abandonment, the legal vacuum leaves women entirely stranded. While men can walk away 

from a live-in relationship with absolute legal and social impunity, women are left to navigate the severe social fallout, 

the loss of shared economic resources, and the arduous task of proving a "relationship in the nature of marriage" under 

the DV Act merely to claim basic survival maintenance5. The burden of proof required by the courts—demanding joint 

bank accounts, shared rent agreements, and public photographs—is often impossible to meet for women whose landlords 

and families forced them to hide the relationship in the first place4. 

 

The Intersection of Caste, Class, and Intimate Partner Violence 

When domestic violence occurs within a live-in relationship, the intersection of caste and class dictates the victim's 

trajectory and chances of survival12. An upper-class, upper-caste woman with secure corporate employment possesses 

the financial and social capital to hire private legal counsel, secure alternative housing in premium neighborhoods, and 

access psychological support networks4. 

In stark contrast, a working-class Dalit woman—often estranged from her natal family due to the transgressive nature 

of the relationship, denied housing by casteist landlords, and entirely ignorant of complex DV Act jurisprudence—is 

structurally trapped. If she approaches the police for protection against an abusive partner, she is frequently met with 

deep-seated institutional casteism, victim-blaming, moral reprimands for living in "sin," and a flat refusal to register a 

First Information Report (FIR)1. For marginalized women, the absence of marriage does not equate to liberation from 

patriarchy; it equates to an exposure to a form of patriarchy that is entirely unregulated by the state or the community, 

resulting in gruesome, underreported instances of intimate partner violence and femicide that remain hidden from the 

public record12. 

 

Comparative Perspectives: Indian vs. International Scholarship 

Comparing the Indian context with international sociological scholarship on changing family structures highlights the 

unique severity of the Indian cohabiting experience. In Nordic countries, Canada, and parts of Western Europe, 

cohabitation (often termed common-law marriage or sambo) functions as a nearly equivalent, socially unremarkable 

substitute for formal marriage8. These arrangements are supported by robust state welfare systems, individualized tax 

codes, universal healthcare, and state-subsidized childcare, which do not rely on marital status for resource distribution. 

In India, however, the state operates on a model of familial welfare. It outsources social security, healthcare triage, and 

elder care entirely to the institution of the traditional family1. Therefore, to exist outside the traditional family—to bypass 

formal marriage—is to effectively exist outside the Indian state's matrix of protection and resource allocation. 

The phenomenon of live-in relationships in India closely mirrors what sociologist Ulrich Beck terms "institutionalized 

individualization"—a fierce desire for modern personal freedom that is violently at odds with a macro-society heavily 

reliant on collective, community-based structures for survival1. Women are utilizing cohabitation to negotiate autonomy, 

but they are doing so in a profound structural vacuum. They are paying the "tax" for their freedom through relentless 

emotional labor, social isolation, and severe exposure to legal precarity5. The progressive judgments of the Supreme 

Court, while intellectually crucial and human rights-affirming, remain trapped in a top-down paradigm that has 

fundamentally failed to permeate the municipal offices, police stations, and housing societies where women's lives 

actually unfold4. 

 

Policy Recommendations and Structural Interventions 

The current trajectory of Indian jurisprudence—oscillating wildly between the conditional, difficult-to-access 

protections of the Domestic Violence Act and the draconian, invasive surveillance of the Uttarakhand Uniform Civil 

Code—fundamentally fails to address the core vulnerabilities of women in non-marital relationships. To move from a 

paradigm of "precarious autonomy" to genuine, protected equality, comprehensive structural and policy shifts are 

urgently required: 

1. Decoupling Civil Rights from Marital Status: The state must aggressively decouple fundamental civil 

rights—such as the right to housing, healthcare access, and banking—from marital status. The Reserve Bank of 

India (RBI) and the Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI) must issue binding, non-

https://ijsrem.com/
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negotiable directives compelling all financial institutions to honor non-relative, non-marital nominees without 

requiring complex legal wills or facing bureaucratic contestation. 

2. Medical Consent and Next-of-Kin Reforms: The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare must 

standardize advanced medical directives and proxy consent forms across all public and private hospitals. This 

would allow individuals to legally designate a live-in partner as their primary next-of-kin for medical 

emergencies, legally overriding the claims of estranged biological families. 

3. Comprehensive Anti-Discrimination Housing Laws: Urban municipalities must enact strict anti-

discrimination ordinances preventing Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs) and private landlords from denying 

housing based on marital status, sexual orientation, or caste. These ordinances must be backed by swift, punitive 

financial fines and the revocation of RWA registrations for non-compliance. 

4. Repeal of Mandatory Registration Frameworks: Legislative models resembling the Uttarakhand 

UCC must be constitutionally challenged and repealed. The state's role in a secular democracy should be to 

provide a voluntary mechanism for couples to register civil unions or domestic partnerships to claim legal rights, 

not to mandate registration under threat of criminal prosecution, which serves only to endanger vulnerable, 

marginalized couples. 

5. Institutional Sensitization and Police Reform: A massive, nationwide overhaul of police and judicial 

training is required to enforce the PWDVA effectively. Law enforcement must be sensitized to ensure that first 

responders do not use the lack of a marriage certificate, or the presence of a "live-in" status, as a moral justification 

to deny immediate protection to victims of intimate partner violence. 

 

Conclusion 

The gendered experience of live-in relationships in Delhi is a profound testament to the resilience, agency, and evolving 

consciousness of Indian working women. In the face of intense social stigma and institutional hostility, they are actively 

carving out unprecedented spaces for emotional truth, equitable companionship, and bodily autonomy, standing in direct 

defiance of centuries-old patriarchal scripts. However, their courage and pursuit of individualized freedom are currently 

being exploited by a systemic architecture that stubbornly refuses to grant them structural legitimacy or basic safety 

nets. 

The illusion that cohabitation inherently equates to egalitarianism is fractured by the persistent realities of feminized 

emotional labor, asymmetrical exit costs, and intersectional vulnerabilities shaped by caste and class. Until the everyday 

institutions of the state and society—from the local police station and the hospital ward to the neighborhood housing 

committee—are reformed to recognize and protect diverse formations of intimacy, the autonomy achieved by women 

in live-in relationships will remain perilous, fragile, and deeply precarious. A truly modernizing society cannot merely 

tolerate alternative relationships in the shadows; it must guarantee their safety and dignity in the light of the law. 
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