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SocietyMarriage under pressure

War takes toll on weddings in Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

Z 

iad, a young man from 
the southern Syrian prov-
ince of Deraa, was looking 
forward to the small cer-
emony he had planned for 

his wedding but the “big day” was 
not as he had expected. The cere-
mony was cancelled after a cousin 
of his bride went missing at a rebel 
checkpoint.

“After a three-month engage-
ment period, I went with my father 
to my fiancée’s family to finalise 
the wedding preparations but we 
were surprised by their request not 
to hold any ceremony. 

It turned out that a cousin had 
been kidnapped just a few days 
earlier,” Ziad said.

Syria’s gruesome civil war, now 
in its fifth year, has taken its toll on 
all aspects of life, including deep-
rooted traditions that normally go 
with marriage preparations and 
ceremonies.

The war did not stop Syrians 
from marrying, although it has be-
come a very expensive endeavour 
and has largely undermined wed-
ding expectations and priorities.

Zeina, a newlywed from the 
embattled city of Homs, has been 
sharing a small apartment with her 
in-laws in rural Damascus. Her pri-
vacy with her husband is restricted 
to a 12-square-metre bedroom. “All 
my dreams in having a well-fur-
nished and equipped apartment of 
my own have vanished,” she said. 
“My ‘dream house’ is now a small 
room with sponge mattresses laid 

on the floor.
“Nonetheless, I should not com-

plain, there are many Syrians who 
cannot find a roof to sleep under. 
Many of my relatives have fled and 
are living in refugee camps in Leba-
non and Turkey.”

Some Syrians insist on making 
their wedding a special day, though 
it is a pale replica of pre-war cer-
emonies. Wedding parties have be-
come much more discreet, without 
any eccentricity and restricted to 
the families and close relatives of 
the bride and the groom.

Timing has also changed and 
ceremonies that used to go on un-
til the early morning hours are re-
duced to a few hours in the after-
noon, mainly before dusk, due to 
the security hurdles and risks of 
staying out late.

Majed, from the town of Jdeidet 
Artouz in rural Damascus, recalls 
the brief summer wedding ceremo-
ny of his cousin and his bride, who 
hails from Sahnaya, a small city 4 
kilometres away.

“We tried as much as possible to 
respect traditions by holding the 
ceremony in a wedding hall but 
everything was over by seven in 
the evening, in order for the guests 
who came from Sahnaya to return 
home before sunset, because the 
road that crosses through Daraya 
is fraught with dangers and is the 
scene of almost daily military op-
erations,” Majed explained.

Inflation, death or kidnapping, 
displacement of millions of fami-
lies and soaring prices have forced 
couples to adjust wedding priori-
ties. Idriss Suleiman from the Yar-
mouk Camp area of Damascus did 
not want to have any ceremony 
because of financial and logistical 
constraints.

“After our forced displacement 
from Yarmouk, my family and rela-
tives were dispersed in different 
parts of Damascus, which made 
it difficult to gather them in one 
place,” Suleiman said. “I did not 
want to have a ceremony at all but 
my friends and relatives insisted on 
celebrating and paid the rent of the 
wedding hall, which they chose in a 
central location.”

In pre-conflict Syria, not every-
one could afford a wedding cere-
mony in a pubic hall or a hotel. For 
couples with limited income, the 
celebration took place in the street 
just outside their new home, ani-
mated by special wedding bands.

“In Jaramana, streets and public 
squares were common places to 
celebrate weddings but such mani-
festations have been banned since 
the beginning of the war, out of 
fear from shelling or bomb explo-
sions targeting crowds,” said Mo-
hamad Ibrahim, who lives in the 
town south of Damascus.

Also those who could afford to 
have a proper wedding ceremony 
before the war are no longer capa-
ble of meeting the cost amid soar-
ing prices of food and cloth. Cele-
brations that used to last for a week 
in certain instances are confined to 
a few hours or cancelled altogether. 
Money is saved for more important 

matters, such as the engagement 
ring, a roof and furniture.

“Having furniture has become 
a burden, especially when one is 
displaced and can only carry some 
cloth and valuable possessions 
such as money and gold,” Zeina 
said bitterly.

“But even the gold and jewel-
lery that I had dreamed to wear on 
my wedding day, was reduced to a 
mere engagement band.”

While residents of Damascus 
could still have wedding ceremo-
nies, their compatriots in Raqqa 
and other parts of Syrian territory 
falling under the dominion of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), marriage cel-
ebrations or manifestations are 
banned.

Ibrahim al-Hamid from Tel 
Hamam in rural Raqqa said his 
cousin received an ISIS “gift” of 20 
lashes on his wedding day for seek-
ing to celebrate his marriage.

“An ISIS member heard children 
singing in celebration and accused 
the groom’s family of bringing in 
girls to sing. The militants took 
away the groom to ISIS headquar-
ters in the city of Slouk where they 
gave him 20 lashes,” Hamid said.

Even wedding convoys and of-
fering drinks and food have been 
banned in ISIS areas on the grounds 
that it is “a waste of money and ex-
travagance”.

Despite the devastating conflict 
and financial hardships, many cou-
ples insist on making their wedding 
a special day, though it is much less 
pompous than during peacetime, 
showing resilience and a resolve to 
go on with their lives normally as 
much as possible.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

A groom and bride pose near a mortar and damaged buildings in the northern Syrian town of Kobani, 
on October 23rd.

Economic cost discourages marriages in Egypt
Mohamed Zain

Cairo

T 

he last time Karim Mustafa 
tried to marry was almost 
four years ago but he was 
afraid he would be reject-
ed because of his lack of 

money. Once he overcame his fear, 
Mustafa proposed but was stunned 
to learn that love alone would not 
get him the bride he wanted.

“The girl’s parents put a long list 
of demands on the table: a flat, fur-
niture and a golden engagement 
present, to name but a few,” Musta-
fa said. “The problem was that I was 
the least prepared to meet any of 
these demands.”

Mustafa’s adventure came to 
nothing and he decided never to 
think of marriage before he was fi-
nancially ready. He is 31 now and 
does not think he will be financially 
ready before the age of 40, if he is 
lucky.

He is not, however, alone in this. 
Official data on the number of peo-
ple in Egypt who are not married 
proves the point: About 13 million 
Egyptians over the age of 35 — 10.5 
million women and 2.5 million men 
— are unmarried.

Sociologist Samia al-Khashab, 
who teaches at Ain Shams Uni-
versity, blames Egypt’s economic 
conditions for the failure of a large 
number of men and women to get 
married.

“Economic conditions play a 
major role in the failure of these 
men and women to get married,” 
Khashab said. “A financially inca-

pable and unemployed man cannot 
honour his marriage-related finan-
cial commitments.”

A recent report by the Central 
Agency for Public Mobilisation and 
Statistics (CAPMAS), the research 
arm of the Egyptian government, 
said that almost 12.8% (3.6 million) 
of Egypt’s workforce of 28 million 
was unemployed in the third quar-
ter of 2015.

Unemployment was a scourge for 
decades and was mainly about the 
failure of the country’s economy to 
generate jobs for hundreds of thou-
sands of new graduates every year.

In recent years, however, unem-
ployment started to have political 
dimensions, especially after the 
2011 uprising.

Rampant instability and insecu-
rity after the revolution scared in-
vestors away and slowed down the 
tourism and service sectors, main 
employers in Egypt.

When he proposed to the girl he 
loved four years ago, Mustafa was 
unemployed. He now sells comput-
ers at a major store in downtown 
Cairo. The money he earns, howev-
er, is hardly enough for him to buy 
the flat or other items needed for 

marriage.
“Housing and furniture prices are 

on a continual rise,” he said. “Sup-
pose I save money enough to buy a 
flat, can I put food on the table for 
my family after marriage?”

In the past six years, the price of 
housing more than doubled, ac-
cording to economists. The same in-
creases affected the prices of many 
commodities.

Economics Professor Mukhtar al-
Sherif suggested a more vibrant gov-
ernment policy be implemented to 
attract foreign investments to create 
jobs and also increase production, 

which can bring prices down.
“An increase in investments and 

production will eventually raise citi-
zens’ income,” Sherif said. “These 
can be good solutions for the prob-
lem in fact.”

Sherif added that current eco-
nomic conditions make it difficult 
for youths to get married and when 
they do they fail to protect the mar-
riage because of increasing financial 
pressures. In 2013, total marriages 
dropped 1.4% across Egypt while di-
vorces rose 4.7%, according to CAP-
MAS. 

The agency says that 909,350 
marriages were registered in 2013 
compared with 922,425 marriages in 
2012. It notes that a total of 162,583 
divorces were registered in 2013 
compared with 155,621 divorces in 
2012.

Khashab warns against leaving 
the nation’s unmarried men and 
women to fend for themselves in 
their pursuit of marriage.

“The failure of these men and 
women to get married opens the 
door for an endless list of social ills,” 
Khashab said. “The government 
must intervene by subsidising hous-
ing and marriage requirements to 
help all these people tie the knot.”

Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Costly enterprise. Egyptian bride and groom during their wedding party in Cairo.

In 2013, total 
marriages dropped 
1.4% across Egypt 
while divorces rose 
4.7%, according to 
CAPMAS. 

Wedding parties 
have become much 
more discreet, 
without any 
eccentricity and 
restricted to the 
families and close 
relatives.


