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Nadia Sonneveld and Yafa Shanneik 
 
MARRIAGE ACROSS DIFFERENT MIGRATORY 
MOVEMENTS: EXPLORING EMERGING PERSPECTIVES ON 
CONJUGAL RELATIONSHIPS IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND 
NORTH AFRICA1 
 

 
 
This special theme issue examines how different forms of mobility to 
and within the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region shape 
new understandings of family structures and marital relationships 
within contemporary legal, religious, and socioeconomic contexts. By 
shifting attention to migration to and within the MENA region, the 
issue challenges dominant framings of the region as primarily a site of 
transit and emigration. Instead, it approaches the MENA region as a 
site of immigration, settlement, and intraregional mobility. In doing so, 
it brings together two bodies of scholarship that have often remained 
separate: family migration studies in Europe and studies of gender, 
intimacy, and marriage in the MENA region. Muslim women occupy a 
central place in both fields, but they are positioned differently. The 
former tends to examine them as migrants in global North societies, 
while the latter usually approaches them as citizens embedded in 
national, legal, and religious frameworks. By connecting these 
perspectives, the special issue explores how mobility reconfigures 
family life, marital relationships, and gendered forms of agency across 
and within the region.  

Migration, characterized by a wide range of mobilities, has long 
been a prominent feature of the MENA region. Historically, this 
includes trade migrations such as those along the cross-Sahara trade 
routes and the Silk Road, as well as movements related to Ottoman 
expansion, European colonialism, and decolonization. In more recent 
times, significant migration has occurred due to labor migration to 
Western Europe and the Gulf countries; irregular cross-Sahara 
migration; student migration to diverse MENA countries; and 
substantial forced migrations in the twenty-first century driven by 
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conflicts within the MENA region, such as the creation of the state of 
Israel in 1948, which generated displacement from the last century 
through to the present. Other large-scale conflicts include those 
stemming from the post-2011 uprisings in Libya, Syria, and Yemen, 
while conflicts in neighboring regions, such as the Horn of Africa and 
South Asia, have also driven patterns of forced migration into the 
MENA region. 

Different types of migration bring significant challenges across 
various socioeconomic, political, legal, and cultural levels. While it is 
believed that migration reshapes family structures and gender roles 
defined by religious and cultural norms across both origin and host 
societies,2 its broader sociolegal consequences are not yet well 
understood for the MENA, despite the evident migration flows into 
and within the region.3 

It is important to study how migrants residing in the region and 
host governments address intimate life events for several reasons. First, 
the family is where some of the most intimate and consequential 
moments of human experience take place4 and it plays a central role in 
shaping identity, belonging, and social continuity. Migration does not 
halt major life events; births, deaths, marriages, and other pivotal 
moments continue to unfold in contexts of relocation. Moreover, in 
many societies, marriage also serves as a significant marker of the 
transition from childhood to adulthood. Given this profound 
implication, marriage and family formation are recognized as 
fundamental rights under Article 16 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, which affirms not only the right to marry but also the 
principle of equality between spouses during marriage and at its 
dissolution. 

Second, for many individuals, sexuality and key life events are 
governed by religious prescriptions. This is particularly significant in 
the MENA region, where formal laws and regulations concerning life 
events, intimacy, and sexuality are often religion-based (with the 
partial exception of Türkiye),5 and where different rules apply to 
citizens according to religious affiliation. This, in turn, raises the 
question of how such frameworks apply to people on the move, 
whether they are non-citizens or, in the case of internally displaced 
persons, citizens of the state in which they are displaced.6 For migrants, 
refugees, and internally displaced persons, the recognition or non-
recognition of marriages, divorces, births, and deaths can shape access 
to residence, citizenship, inheritance, custody, family reunification, 
humanitarian assistance, and legal protection. Intimate life events are, 
therefore, not only personal or religious matters but also crucial spaces 
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through which legal status, social belonging, and vulnerabilities are 
produced.  

Third, and relatedly, while family formation and marriage are 
often experienced as intimate and private matters, they are also sites of 
political intervention and state interest. States have long sought to 
regulate intimate life for political purposes, a process conceptualized 
as intimate citizenship.7 Intimate citizenship is especially important in 
contexts where demographic balance is perceived as politically 
sensitive. This was evident in the colonial metropole8 and remains 
relevant today,9 including in contemporary MENA countries such as 
Lebanon (where census-taking is highly sensitive due to sectarian 
balance), Jordan (where Palestinians form a large minority), and Israel 
(where Palestinians with Israeli citizenship form a large minority 
group). In many Gulf states, where migrant populations greatly 
outnumber citizens, the regulation of marriage, citizenship 
transmission, and family reunification is closely tied to concerns about 
maintaining a particular citizen–noncitizen ratio.10 Examining how 
states respond to contentious issues related to marriage and family 
formation allows us to detect patterns and differences not just in well-
studied global North countries but also in less-studied global South 
contexts, past and present. 

Finally, studying intimate life exposes the limits of 
humanitarian and state-centered approaches to displacement. While 
humanitarian responses often focus on shelter, food, documentation, 
and security, displaced people continue to form families, seek divorce, 
give birth, and make claims to care and obligations. By foregrounding 
these life events, this special issue shifts the analysis from crises 
management to the everyday social lives through which migrants 
rebuild continuity and belonging.  

There is an extensive body of research on gender, marriage, and 
sexuality in the MENA region.11 This scholarship has examined both 
historical and contemporary transformations in family life. It has also 
analyzed legislative and judicial approaches to Islamic family law, 
personal status reform, and everyday negotiation of marital rights and 
duties.12 In so doing, it has focused mainly on the experiences of female 
Muslim citizens. The perspectives of men, non-Muslims, and non-
citizens remain, therefore, comparatively underexplored.13 This gap is 
significant in light of major migratory flows to and within the MENA 
region. It also limits our understanding of whether and how mobility 
generates new norms and practices around conjugal relationships in a 
region where religion continues to play an important role in the formal 
and informal regulation of marriage.14 
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In studies on family migration in Europe, Muslim women have 
also been a frequent focus. They are often discussed through policy and 
public debates on fraudulent, arranged, and/or forced marriages, 
including concerns about marriages involving minors.15 While some 
studies reproduce these victimizing portrayals, others explicitly contest 
political narratives that depict women as gullible and vulnerable and 
migrant men as predatory and calculating.16 However, both 
approaches often remain confined within the same gender-
essentialized framework, centering the debate on whether women are 
victims while analytically neglecting a broader spectrum of gendered 
positions, identities, and experiences. 

In this special theme issue, we build upon these two bodies of 
literature to examine marriage and migration to and within the MENA 
region. We depart from the trend of policy-driven scholarship by 
exploring regions, issues, and categories of migrants that are not 
prioritized on the agendas of Western migration policymakers.17 
Rather than focusing on the Muslim female citizen in the MENA or the 
Muslim female migrant/the Muslim female citizen with a migration 
background in Europe, this special issue focuses on individuals from 
diverse class, gender, religious, professional, and economic 
backgrounds who have migrated to and within the MENA region for 
various reasons (e.g., education, economic opportunities, war, conflict, 
lifestyle, marriage). We conceptualize migration not only as 
geographical mobility but also as a mental or existential process,18 
enabling an examination of how feelings of being “stuck” in life are 
experienced and how intimate relationships, whether marriage or 
cohabitation, may help individuals navigate or overcome such 
conditions (Kolman, this issue; Sonneveld and Smaili, this issue). Using 
postcolonial theory, we argue that these matters are significant aspects 
of empirical reality that warrant scholarly attention. Ignoring them 
limits our understanding of how families from different backgrounds 
engage in the politics of intimacy and family formation. This is 
particularly important in the case of North Africa, a region more often 
studied through the lens of outward migration to Europe or the Gulf 
than as a region in which migrants settle and build lives. The special 
issue focuses instead on migrant groups who move to North Africa 
rather than away from it. These include Syrians and migrants from 
various East African countries (Ayoub, this issue), as well as migrants 
from the Middle East, South Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa (Van Uden 
and Heddane, this issue). In doing so, it foregrounds empirical realities 
that are often overlooked in policy-driven narratives, aligning with the 
“decentering” approach advanced by Fakhoury et al. in this issue. 
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TRENDS IN STUDIES ON MARRIAGE AND MIGRATION TO AND 
WITHIN THE MENA REGION  
The Middle East has emerged as a major hub for international 
migration, which is evidenced by the fact that several Gulf states and 
Jordan rank among the five countries with the highest proportions of 
international migration in their populations.19 Yet, scholarship on 
migration to and within the MENA remains limited compared to the 
extensive body of work on migration from the region. The latter often 
focuses on the position of migrant Muslim women in relation to 
religion, integration, and gender norms associated with their countries 
of origin.20 Research on migration to the Middle East region tends to 
focus on migrants primarily as domestic and essential laborers in Gulf 
countries (and, to a lesser extent, in Israel, Jordan, and Lebanon). As 
noted by several scholars, this research largely reduces migrants to 
their economic functions, thereby overlooking their transnational 
family responsibilities, emotional attachments, and intimate lives.21 

In the context of North Africa, many studies focus on 
international relations and migration governance, particularly how the 
externalization of European border management and control has 
shaped the legal and regulatory frameworks governing migration in 
this region.22 Similar to the literature on labor migration to the Gulf, 
this body of work rarely engages with questions of sexuality, marriage, 
family formation, and other forms of intimacy. Important exceptions 
include studies of mixed marriages in Morocco, migrant intimacy 
within illegalization, and emerging research on migration and family 
law in Morocco.23  

Despite the limited space for questions of migrants’ intimacy 
within the larger body of literature addressing migration to and within 
the MENA region, a small but growing space is taken by the topic of 
marriage, either as a topic in and of itself or in the context of state 
policies on migration governance.  

In the period following the Arab uprisings, the number of 
studies on marriage and migration increased, with considerably 
scholarly attention for Syrian forced migrants in Jordan,24 and, to a 
lesser extent, Lebanon25 and Egypt,26 including a dominant focus on 
marriages of Syrian females below the age of eighteen,27 and, less so, 
on difficulties with registration.28 While studies often address the 
negative impacts of minor marriage, Dina Zbeidy shows these unions 
can also be chosen out of love and romance, echoing earlier criticism 
that intimate relations form a continuum from forced to consensual.29 
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 While Syrian forced female migrants in both Europe and the 
MENA region receive substantial scholarly attention, research on 
family formation and marriage strategies among other displaced 
populations is comparatively limited, despite their numbers or 
prolonged displacement. Notable exceptions include Zbeidy’s 
comparative study on Palestinians and Syrians in Jordan,30 Stephanie 
Latte Abdallah’s on intimate relationships in a Palestinian refugee 
camp in Jordan,31 Melisanda Genat’s on Iraqi displacement,32 and 
Shifra Kisch’s on mixed marriages among the Bedouin of the Naqab 
desert.33  

Although most forcibly displaced people in the region are 
internally displaced, research on family formation and marriage 
strategies among this group remains very scarce, with notable 
exceptions examining formalization of intimate life events, such as 
marriage, among Syrians and Iraqis under the Islamic State (IS) or post-
IS rule.34  

An van Raemdonck highlights another under-researched area: 
the situation of male forced migrants in Jordan, who face “double 
waithood” as they wait for both residency permits to work and 
opportunities to marry.35 Magdalena Suerbaum similarly shifts the 
perspectives to the experiences of Syrian refugee men by exploring 
how they navigate economic challenges, changing gender roles, and 
the loss of their traditional identities as providers and protectors in a 
context of forced displacement in Egypt.36 Lewis Turner’s work on 
Syrian refugee men as objects of humanitarian care further complicates 
dominant gendered frameworks by showing how men can also become 
subjects of vulnerability, dependency, and humanitarian 
intervention.37 By doing so, the authors challenge dominant narratives 
that often marginalize men’s experiences in discussions on forced 
migration. 
 
THE SPECIAL ISSUE  
Given the above overview, the contributions in this special issue enrich 
the study of marriage and migration in the region in three important 
ways. First, the contributions are grounded in empirical research, with 
all contributors having spent considerable time in the field. This 
emphasis on empirically grounded scholarship is also echoed in 
Fakhoury et al. (this issue).  

Second, within the relatively small body of scholarship on 
marriage and migration to and within the region, which has largely 
focused on the Middle East, these contributions instead center on 
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North Africa. In doing so, they highlight that North Africa should be 
understood not merely as a region of transit and outward migration 
but as a social space in which migrants settle for diverse reasons and 
sustain everyday life, including intimate practices such as marriage 
and cohabitation, even when onward migration remains a possibility. 
These practices unfold within specific configurations of time and space 
that are shaped not only by formal state policies but also by religious 
and sociocultural norms. This is reflected in all four contributions, 
including the two contributions that adopt a sociolegal perspective in 
exploring how people navigate administrative and legal frameworks 
rooted in norms other than their own.  

Maysa Ayoub examines practices and attitudes toward 
marriage registration among refugee communities in Egypt, 
specifically comparing Syrian and African forced migrant groups. 
Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction and 
social capital, she finds that Syrian forced migrants are more likely to 
pursue formal registration, a reality that reflects greater familiarity 
with state institutions and Egyptian marriage norms. In contrast, 
African respondents often face prolonged displacement, rely more 
heavily on informal networks, and are less familiar with the local 
context, consequently making formal registration of marriages both 
less accessible and less self-evident. The findings highlight that 
marriage registration is not merely bureaucratic but a practice shaped 
by cultural identities and lived experiences. 

Moving to the other end of North Africa, Judith van Uden and 
Nada Heddane examine how sub-Saharan, Middle Eastern, and South 
Asian migrants navigate both the formal and informal aspects of 
marriage in Morocco. Using belonging as their analytical lens, they 
conclude that marital practices and strategies are shaped by a complex 
interplay of intersecting traits. Some traits, such as gender and place of 
birth, are difficult to change, while others, such as administrative status 
and religion, may be more fluid. The article demonstrates that 
intersectionality shapes belonging both as an emotional sense of feeling 
at home and as a politics of belonging, through which migrants are 
included or excluded across various social fields, including the nation-
state, religious communities, and ethnic or family groups and 
communities. Belonging, they argue, is not limited to national 
affiliation but also encompasses social, cultural, and religious 
dimensions. 

Third, the contributions examine women and men, both 
citizens and non-citizens, and individuals from different religious 
backgrounds. This helps clarify how intimate citizenship operates 
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across multiple axes of difference and opens up future research 
comparing the experiences of citizens and non-citizens. Iris Kolman’s 
analysis of Tunisian students and young professionals in post-uprising 
Tunis already offers a useful starting point. As young citizens, they 
seek to counter feelings of being stuck in life by engaging in intimate 
relations that are meaningful to them, including cohabitation, a practice 
strongly condemned in Tunisian society. When cohabitation aligns 
with their romantic and professional aspirations, it gives these men and 
women the feeling of “going somewhere” in life, helping them avoid 
its opposite: a sense of existential immobility.  

This perspective resonates with Nadia Sonneveld’s and Reda 
Smaili’s study of migrants from Cameroon and Côte d’Ivoire who have 
moved to Morocco. Their respondents also engage in forms of intimacy 
that may be disapproved of in their countries of origin but that provide 
a sense of stability and security and offer an opportunity to learn how 
to become responsible adults and marital partners. Both contributions 
show that although a substantial body of literature argues that 
migrants are “stuck” in the region, “stuckness” also has existential 
dimensions. Respondents, whether citizens or non-citizens, do not 
simply endure this condition; they actively seek to overcome or prevent 
existential immobility through intimate relationship and life plans.  

By shifting the analytical focus from geographical and 
economic mobility to existential mobility, this special issue challenges 
dominant policy-driven approaches that reduce migrants to economic 
actors or objects of governance. Instead, it foregrounds how 
individuals, both citizens and non-citizens, navigate uncertainty, 
belonging, and hope through intimate relationships. In doing so, the 
contributions collectively demonstrate that marriage and family 
formation are not peripheral to migration processes but central to how 
people make sense of their lives and futures within contexts shaped by 
mobility and change. This perspective expands and reorients migration 
studies in the MENA region by shifting attention from movement 
across borders to the intimate, legal, and existential practices through 
which migrants seek continuity, recognition, and livable futures.  
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