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Young men and women of Moroccan descent in the
Netherlands live in a world of many different social
groups. Brought up by their parents to be ‘good’ Mo-
roccans and Muslims, many have – well into their
teens – lived with the expectation that their family
would some day return to Morocco. From their peers
in school and at work, they have learned about Dutch
culture, which has also become part of them. Togeth-
er with Moroccan and other Muslim friends, they
seek ways to live in Dutch society with their particu-
lar cultural heritage. In the past, these ‘second-gen-
eration migrants’ have often been described as living
‘between two cultures’. Analysis of the life stories of
highly educated women of Moroccan descent, howe-
ver, demonstrates that these women are able to crea-
tively construct and combine their multiple social
identifications, although their drawing upon multi-
cultural capital to create new strategies of living is
not without constraints.

Narratives on
P a r t n e r - C h o i c e

Nezha is a 35 year-old woman of Moroccan

descent living in the Netherlands. For the

last ten years, she has been happily married

to a man of her own choice. Had it been up

to her parents, however, she would have

married a candidate proposed by them. This

is Nezha’s story:

‘When your parents say yes [to a mar-

riage candidate, mb], that’s final. You try

to sail around it, but you can’t say no. So

I made inquiries about the police-

school. I was invited for an interview

and had to pass some exam. That went

fine, so I was accepted. What I figured

was that if the candidate would keep

turning up and I would be about to

marry, then I’d be off to Leusden [name

of the city where the police-school is lo-

cated, mb]. So I phoned him: “Listen, I’ve

got a boyfriend, you should stop seeing

me”. Haven’t heard of him since! I was so

relieved! But my family felt that their ho-

nour had been damaged. You know:

first he drops in all the time, and then

he’s disappeared all of a sudden. It

makes them wonder: ”What is wrong

with her?” That‘s the first thing that

comes to their mind, you know: “She’s

lost her virginity”.’

Once ‘the candidate’ has given up, Nezha

no longer needs the police-school as an es-

cape from marriage and decides not to go

there after all. In the meantime, she has met

another Muslim man with whom she enters

into a relationship. After a while the couple

decides to ask permission from Nezha’s

family to marry. Since her boyfriend does

not have any relatives in the Netherlands,

he decides to contact Nezha’s family per-

s o n a l l y :

‘If somebody wants to ask your hand, his

whole family should ask. But that was

impossible in his case. So he acted alone

and bought flowers, like a Dutchman

would. And because the first candidate

had never called again, my family

thought: “Well, fine. Just go”.’

The fact that her husband came to ask her

‘like a Dutchman would’, is not the only ex-

ample of how he and Nezha improvise on

family traditions. Nezha relates with pride

how she organized her wedding in such a

way that she could comply with the wishes

of both her family and herself:

‘I organized everything myself. That is

so odd, it’s really not done, a Moroccan

woman who takes care of all that her-

self. But I phoned the registry myself.

I refused to marry according to the Mo-

roccan law, because I had heard all sorts

of stories about how impossible it is to

get a divorce and so on. But to make it

look nice I went to the mosque. So that

it looked Islamic, you know, with an

imam to read a sura from the Quran for

you. Well, the wedding was very nice.’

Representation of social
identity in life stories 
Nezha is one of the women who were pre-

pared to tell me their life stories for my re-

search project on young women of Moroc-

can descent who have university degrees

and/or hold positions in which such qualifi-

cations are required. I am specifically inter-

ested in the representations of various di-

mensions of social identity by these women.

The research focuses on the question of

how these ‘second-generation migrant’

women construct a more or less coherent

self-identity out of their shifting, multiple

social identifications. I focus more particu-

larly on the representations in their life sto-

ries of ethnic, religious and gender identifi-

cations. In analysing the relations between

the narrations produced in the interviews, I

hope to gain more insight into the question

of how these representations of historical

events, social relationships and individual

action come together to construct social

identifications, and how such identifications

are transmitted, maintained and trans-

f o r m e d .

Construction of multiple
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s
Here, I restrict myself to the question of

what the narratives on partner-choice can

tell us about the ways in which the 14 wom-

en with whom the interviews have so far

been completed construct, maintain, and

combine their various social identifications.

In the above quotations, we get the impres-

sion of Nezha as a woman who, in arranging

her own marriage, is creatively drawing up-

on different cultural resources. She challen-

ges the views of her family, but makes sure

not to loose touch with them. This kind of

negotiating can be recognized in the stories

of all interviewees. Their biographical narra-

tions contain numerous episodes in which

they improvise upon and shift the meanings

of Moroccan core-values like virginity and

obedience to one’s parents. They do so in

such ways that their identification with cer-

tain values that are treasured within the Mo-

roccan community can be combined with,

for example, the value of autonomy, which

is highly valued within the community of

Dutch peers with whom they also identify.

Their stories demonstrate once more the in-

adequacy of the ‘between-two-cultures’

model of second-generation migrant identi-

ty, which suggests too static a conception of

cultures as fixed, homogeneous units with

clear-cut boundaries, and neglects the open

and contestable nature of cultural notions

and practices. It also implies a view of these

young people as passive victims of their cir-

cumstances rather than as actors with a

multiple cultural competence.

Instead, the life stories abound with illus-

trations of the fact that identification does

not imply an ‘all-or-nothing’ attitude to-

wards the groups to which one belongs.

People always know more culture than they

use, and different group members lay stress

on different things. Nezha, for example,

identifies with Islam as a source of guidance

in her life, but does not agree with the inter-

pretations of Islamic precepts in the Moroc-

can code of personal law. Also, sharing sym-

bols does not necessarily entail sharing in-

terpretations. The views of the interviewees

on the symbolic complex of virginity is a

case in point. Although very few women

question the value of the symbol of virginity

as such, their participation in Dutch peer

groups – as well as their holiday experiences

in present-day Morocco – have led them to

stretch the corresponding rules of what is

considered chaste behaviour. Furthermore,

they no longer see virginity as a concern of

the whole community, but perceive it as a

personal responsibility and claim the right

of individual privacy over such matters. Un-

like her parents, Nezha, for instance, did not

think it inappropriate to have a boyfriend as

long as she safeguarded her virginity. Also,

she was furious about her family’s interfer-

ence with her love life and maintained that

whatever she and her boyfriend agreed up-

on doing or not doing before marriage was

nobody else’s business.

Constraints on using different
cultural resources
Of course, drawing upon ‘multicultural

capital’ to create new strategies of living is

not without constraints. Time and again, the

life stories contain evidence of the fact that

the interviewees have internalized norms

transmitted to them by their parents to such

an extent that they entertain ambivalent

feelings concerning their associations with

men and their experiences of sexuality and

falling in love. Such narrations illustrate that

one is neither completely free in choosing

one’s identifications, nor in improvising up-

on the meanings attached to a particular

group identity. Although Nezha, for exam-

ple, emphasizes that she has a clear con-

science, it hurts her to know that the false

rumours about her premarital behaviour

have damaged the reputation of her family

and herself. She also dreads the day her two

daughters will begin to take an interest in

boys and acknowledges that she is not sure

that she will allow them the same freedom

of movement that she claimed for herself.

The individual’s freedom to construct

multiple identifications is also constrained

by the fact that the emphasis on certain ele-

ments from a cultural repertoire implies the

neglect of others. Not all the women inter-

viewed are as happily married as Nezha. In

fact, only four are presently married. The

others are either still single or divorced. The

price that these Moroccan pioneers with

Dutch university degrees and attractive jobs

appear to have to pay for the degree of au-

tonomy that in Moroccan circles is, as yet,

unusual for women, is that they have an

even harder time than their Dutch counter-

parts in finding a suitable partner who ap-

preciates the merits of a wife with a career.

Due to the open and dynamic character of

cultural notions and practices, it is, howe-

ver, not unlikely that what these women are

struggling with will prove to be a transition-

al problem that will decline as more highly

educated women of Moroccan descent en-

ter the Dutch labour market. ♦


