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Underage Syrian 
refugee girls wed 
older Jordanians
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

N
asma Adel, 16, was wed 
privately to a 67-year-
old Jordanian man, who 
promised to have her 
12-member family leave 

a tented encampment for Syrian 
refugees straddling the northern 
border with Syria and resettle in the 
nearby city of Mafraq.

The couple married on May 25th 
in the presence of Adel’s family, 
without relatives or friends of the 
groom, who is only identified by his 
first name, Mahmoud.

“She is the fourth woman I marry, 
but I adore the most because she 
loves me and takes care of me,” 
Mahmoud said in a telephone inter-
view.

He refused to be interviewed in 
person, or have his bride speak to 
The Arab Weekly. He also refused to 
have pictures of the couple taken, 
saying that may hurt his standing in 
the community, where friends and 
neighbours were told that the bride 
was 30 years old.

But a Syrian refugee teenager, 
17-year-old Alia from Homs, who 
was married to a divorced 58-year-
old Jordanian grocery store owner 
with six children on March 10th, 
said her marriage “is going well”.

“Initially, I didn’t love him, but 
I wanted him to employ my three 
brothers in his store to provide for 
our nine-member family,” she said 
in a telephone interview from her 
residence in Jordan’s northern city 
of Irbid. She said her brothers were 
hired days before her marriage.

An influx of Syrian refugees to 
Jordan and Lebanon provided Syr-
ian girls an opportunity to escape 
poverty and deteriorating living 
standards. For men in both coun-
tries, it allowed them to marry — 
often girls half their age or younger 
— without worrying about the high 
price of dowry offered to brides of 
their nationalities.

Jordanian child relations expert 
Najat Abbasi said there were scores 
of young Syrian girls wed to Jorda-
nians but who were divorced after 
satisfying the men’s carnal needs.

“It is devastating,” Abbasi said, 
pointing out that some young Syr-
ian girls were advertising on social 
media networks that they are will-
ing to wed for a onetime payment 
of 100 Jordanian dinars ($140). The 
phenomenon forced the Jordanian 
government last year to instruct le-
gal marriage officers, known in Ara-
bic as Maazouns, that any marriage 
contract outside the Islamic sharia 
court is illegal. It warned that the 
groom would bear the legal reper-
cussions.

According to Jordanian govern-
ment figures, 8,402 marriages were 
registered in Jordan’s Sharia court 
for girls who were between 15 and 17 
in 2013. There was no breakdown for 
the number of Syrian girls among 
them, although officials estimated 

that 80% of the married girls were 
Syrian.

UNICEF, the UN children’s agen-
cy, said early marriage among Syr-
ian refugee girls in Jordan showed a 
sharp rise from 25% in 2013 to 31.7% 
in the first quarter of 2014.

“Poverty is the main reason be-
hind these marriages,” Abbasi said. 
She said parents think that wedding 
at an early age will “protect their 
girls, but the reality is that they are 
throwing them into the unknown”.

In May, Jordanian rights activists 
handed Western embassies in the 
kingdom petitions signed by more 
than 100,000 people seeking sup-
port for ending child marriages in 
Syrian refugee camps in Jordan.

According to the London-based 
Girls Not Brides (GNB), a global part-
nership of more than 450 civil soci-
ety organisations from more than 70 
countries, young brides are exposed 

to health hazards, such as complica-
tions in pregnancy and childbirth 
and HIV/AIDS.

GNB said that every year more 
than 15 million girls worldwide are 
married before they reach the age of 
18, a flagrant violation of childhood 
rights to education, health wellbe-
ing and personal improvement.

The Washington-based Popula-
tion Reference Bureau, an entity 
specialising in population, health 
and the environment, said the per-
centage of women who married 
before their 18th birthday was espe-

cially high in Arab countries.
It said the highest percentage was 

52% in South Sudan. The figure was 
32% in Yemen followed by Iraq at 
25%, the Palestinian territories 19%, 
Egypt 17% and Jordan 8%.

Amman lawyer Saed Hyasat 
said underage marriages are often 
marked by abuse. He cited a recent 
case of domestic violence involving 
a 15-year-old girl who was married 
to a 23-year-old man. “The husband 
was beating her so badly that she 
once was admitted to the hospital 
with a broken jaw,” Hyasat said.

According to the Ministry of So-
cial Development, there were more 
than 33,963 cases of domestic vio-
lence reported in Jordan in 2013, 
compared with 39 cases in 1998.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues in 
Jordan for more than two decades.

Tough lives in refugee camps

Souk al Tayeb: A melting pot of flavours
Sadika Kebbi

Beirut

C
an food bring people to-
gether, especially in a tur-
bulent region such as the 
Middle East? Lebanese 
entrepreneur Kamal Mou-

zawak was driven by the strong be-
lief that it can be a means to cross 
cultural barriers and borders when 
he established Souk al Tayeb, Arabic 
for “Market of the Tasty”, 11 years 
ago shortly after the end of Leba-
non’s civil war.

Farmers and villagers from vari-
ous religious communities and 
parts of Lebanon travel twice a 
week to Souk al Tayeb in Beirut to 
sell organic produce and home-
made food items to a loyal clien-
tele. Every Saturday and Tuesday, 
the souk offers a colourful array of 
booths displaying fruit and vegeta-
bles and rural delicacies in two of 
Beirut’s most urban areas, the city’s 
downtown and the main shopping 
centre of Hamra.

The souk’s brouhaha carries the 
friendly exchange between visitors 
and farmers to the ears of passers-
by attracting them to explore the 
scented premises.

“It is a way to celebrate food and 
the long-lost common human eth-
ics,” Mouzawak said.

Souk al Tayeb is definitely a mar-
ket with a twist. Over the years, 
farmers have developed strong 
bonds and identify themselves as a 
big, happy family.

Um Ali, a housewife in her 70s, 
has been part of the market since 
it began. Visitors queue up out-
side her stand where she prepares 
traditional “Lebanese pizza”, or 
mankoushe, a breakfast favourite, 
and sells home-made products, in-

cluding cheeses and jams. Daughter 
of a Shia farmer from the southern 
Lebanese village of Majdel Zoun, 
she recalled that she used to tour 
the country with her father, travel-
ling from one village to another to 
sell their produce.

“We used to sleep over at the 
houses of villagers who came from 
different religious backgrounds — 
Christians, Shias, Sunnis, Druze 

— you name it,” she said. “When I 
joined Souk al Tayeb, memories of 
my childhood came back to me, and 
I realised what I have missed for so 
long, namely the diversity of the 
Lebanese community.”

“Souk al Tayeb has become my 
family. We are closely bonded,” she 
added.

In recent years, the souk’s fam-
ily tree extended its branches to 
Syrians and Palestinians who were 
given the chance to sell their tra-
ditional food specialties. The mar-
ketplace became an area where the 
famous Lebanese Tabbouleh salad 
met the renowned Syrian Fattet 
Makdous, a Damascene delicacy 
mixing meat-stuffed eggplant and 

yogurt, and the popular Palestinian 
chicken dish of Musakhan.

Nahrein Edbel, a Syrian house-
wife participant in Atyeb Zaman 
(Arabic for “delicacies of the past”) 
project for Syrian refugees, has 
become active in investing in her 
cooking skills. “When I enrolled in a 
cooking course under the patronage 
of Caritas (a charity organisation), I 
didn’t expect at all to be involved 
in a project where we are asked to 
cook our traditional food and sell it. 
What best could a person ask for?” 
she said.

Mariam Chaar, a Palestinian who 
heads the Women’s Programme As-
sociation in the Palestinian refugee 
camp of Burj al-Barajneh, a south-
ern suburb of Beirut, said Souk al 
Tayeb has helped the group con-
duct catering and food processing 
projects, involving 20 widows and 
divorcees from the camp.

During the six-month empow-
erment programme, participants 
developed solid friendships, Chaar 
said. They started a “WhatsApp” 
group to exchange ideas and ex-
periences and organised outings 
together. “It wasn’t only about the 
project; it was also about therapy. 
Their involvement brought them fi-
nancial and psychological relief and 
gave them a purpose in life,” Chaar 
said.

“They felt responsible and em-
powered, which is very important 
in such underprivileged and de-
prived localities, such as the Pales-
tinian camps.  In addition to that, 
the women who sell their goods in 
the souk always feel welcome and 
part of one big family.”

Food, heritage and cultural cele-
bration seem to be a successful way 
to breach the gap between religious 
groups, political parties, races and 
the sexes. Migrant domestic work-
ers from Africa and Asia also found 

a platform in Souk al Tayeb to in-
troduce their exquisite dishes and 
share their exotic flavours with the 
Middle Eastern people.

“Through their fine cuisine, 
those people communicated their 
heritage, culture and history to the 
Lebanese and the neighbouring 
peoples of the Middle East,” said 
Mouzawak.

Driven by the motto “Let’s make 
food, not war”, he says he follows 
Ghandi’s example, stressing that 
“when you believe in something 
you should live it”.

The middle-aged Lebanese en-
trepreneur says that, hand in hand 
with each member of his team, Souk 
al Tayeb was able to redraw the map 
of Lebanon, Syria and the Palestine 
territories through traditional food.

His main goal, he said, is to bring 
people together to celebrate al 
Tayeb, meaning the good that is 
an innate human trait. “It is not a 
country that holds us together but a 
land which sustains us. The souk is 
a place where people don’t have to 
fight for their existence but where 
they can celebrate the fruit of their 
labour,” he said.

Mouzawak said he did not look 
at Souk al Tayeb as a business en-
terprise, adding, “All I care about is 
to look beyond our differences, find 
our similarities and breach the tre-
mendous gap which has been cre-
ated between humans because of 
their diversity.”

Sadika Kebbi is an English 
instructor, writer and public 
speaker. She lives in Beirut.
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