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Society

‘Marriages of pleasure’ take Iraq by storm
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T 

he mother of 17-year-old 
Nour was in tears as she 
spoke about the “ruined 
future” of her daughter 
who was left with a child 

after contracting a nikah mut’ah 
— a temporary or “pleasure” mar-
riage — an informal and temporary 
secret union that is gaining popu-
larity in Iraq.

“It is her girlfriends’ bad influ-
ence. They lured my daughter into 
this relationship with a man much 
older than her for the sake of mon-
ey,” said Oum Nour, the name she 
asked to be identified with.

A mother of five, Oum Nour has 
been struggling to provide for her 
family after the death of her hus-
band several years ago. She said 
the demands of her adolescent 
daughter have increased, causing 
disputes between them.

“I tried to meet all her wishes 
but unfortunately I could not pre-
vent what has happened,” she said. 
“The man convinced her that nikah 
mut’ah is a legitimate union under 
sharia but he actually abused her 
sexually. When she got pregnant, 
he walked out, claiming that hav-
ing children was not previewed un-
der the so-called marriage agree-
ment.”

Nikah mut’ah marriage was 
banned in Iraq under the former 
Ba’ath Party rule but became wide-
spread after the US invasion in 
2003, as the war made widows of 
thousands of women and led to an 
imbalance in the ratio of males to 
females.

Nikah mut’ah is considered “re-
ligiously” legitimate among Shias 
and can last for half an hour or 
several years. When the contract 
ends, so does the marriage. No wit-
nesses, officials or family members 
need to get involved and the con-
tract is not registered. If a child is 
born out of the union, the father 
has no legal or financial responsi-
bility for the offspring.

Nikah mut’ah’s more seemly 
equivalent in the Sunni sect is 

called nikah misyar but, while the 
latter is rarely practiced, the for-
mer is becoming common in con-
servative Iraqi society.

A nikah mut’ah allows women to 
exchange their services for mon-
ey without feeling guilt or being 
forced to “live in sin”. For many, 
it is a way to make a living or help-
ing ends meet. “The (Islamic) law 
legalised this union, notably for 
divorcees and widows, especially 
when they have no one to support 
and cannot provide for themselves 
and when they have young chil-
dren to feed,” noted 30-year-old 
Samara A., who refused to identify 
herself further.

For Samara, a divorcee with a 
child, the only way out of her eco-
nomic situation was to remarry, 
again and again and again. She be-
trothed herself to men who provid-
ed dowries and a sense of security 
and comfort, if only temporarily. “I 
have resorted to these ‘legitimate’ 
unions several times and have 
asked for a dowry every time,” she 

said. “This has helped me provide 
for myself and look after my child.”

There are no official statis-
tics on the number of such mar-
riages there are in Iraq. Dowries, 
which are agreed to in advance, 
vary depending on the duration 
of the marriage and the status of 
the woman. A dowry ranges from 
25,000 dinars ($22) to 50,000 ($44) 
for a few hours if the woman is un-
educated and $100 to $300 a day if 
she has a university degree.

The practice of nikah mut’ah 
marriage is more than 1,000 years 
old and sanctioned by some Shia 
clerics. However, it is a “secret and 
informal marriage” in the eyes of 
law, which only acknowledges for-
mal marriage contracts.

Sociology experts pin down the 
widespread nature of the phenom-

enon to conflict, poverty, harsh 
economic conditions and political 
chaos.

“The overwhelming changes 
that occurred after 2003 destroyed 
the social fabric and norms in ad-
dition to wrecking the economy. 
Many young couples who cannot af-
ford to have regular marriages and 
cannot have a relationship other-
wise are resorting to such tempo-
rary unions,” said Shaza Ojeili, a 
psychology professor at Baghdad 
University.

“Also, women contract such mar-
riages in exchange for money and 
because they are taken care of dur-
ing the duration of the union. They 
are mostly widows and divorcees 
desperately in need to provide for 
their children or women who want 
easier lives.”

A sociologist, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity, blasted 
nikah mut’ah as “veiled prostitu-
tion” contracted unscrupulously 
under the cover of religious legiti-
macy. She charged that the rise of 

religious parties and growing influ-
ence of the clergy in post-2003 Iraq 
facilitated the proliferation of the 
phenomenon.

“The encouragement of nikah 
mut’ah marriages is being done 
openly without shame or embar-
rassment, turning women into 
cheap (sex) slaves,” the sociologist 
said. “Material temptations, erod-
ing morality and the large numbers 
of widowed and unmarried wom-
en are main causes for the wide 
spread of these unions.”

Legal expert Buchra al-Obeidi 
argued that “the absence of a 
clear-cut law that neither bans nor 
regularises temporary marriages 
facilitated the abuse of the trend. 
Poverty and lawlessness have in-
evitably encouraged men to abuse 
the system and take advantage of 
poor and lonely women.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Poverty-stricken Iraqi women, mainly divorcees and widows in a Shia neighbourhood of Baghdad, apply to contract temporary 
marriages called nikah mut’ah or pleasure marriages, in exchange for a fee.

A dowry varies 
depending on a 
woman’s level of 
education.

Foreign workers pushed out by ‘Saudisation’ drive
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh

T 

he use of expatriate work-
ers in many industries 
in Saudi Arabia could be 
greatly reduced through 
the government’s un-

compromising Saudisation pro-
gramme, an initiative replacing 
foreign workers with Saudi nation-
als in the private sector to address 
the country’s rising unemployment 
rate.

The latest field to see the shift in 
its labour force is the mobile phone 
industry. The Ministry of Labour 
shocked the expatriate community 
when it announced in March that, 
after a six-month grace period, for-
eigners would be banned from sell-
ing and maintaining mobile phones 
or accessories related to them.

According to Labour Ministry 
spokesman Khalid Abalkhail, the 
mobile phone industry changes 
will affect about 20,000 workers.

He said the ministry’s goal was 
to create 1.3 million jobs for Saudis. 
“There are plans for gradual na-

tionalisation of other sectors such 
as taxis, travel and tourism, real es-
tate, jewellery and vegetable mar-
kets,” he added.

With things moving quickly, the 
government has scrambled to train 
Saudi nationals to work in the mo-
bile phone industry. The kingdom’s 
Technical and Vocational Training 
Corporation (TVTC) launched cell 
phone maintenance training pro-
grammes in six regions.

According to TVTC, which is sub-
sidised by the Human Resources 
Development Fund, the demand 
for the programmes was unprece-
dented. More than 55,000 people — 
both men and women — applied to 
fill the 20,000 job vacancies creat-
ed by the Saudisation programme.

However, opportunities created 
by the efforts of the Labour Minis-
try are not being utilised by some 
segments of the kingdom’s youth 
population. A false sense of enti-
tlement, a side effect from the oil 
boom from past decades, has been 
blamed.

A recent report in the Saudi fi-
nancial daily al Eqtisadiah high-
lighted the reluctance of some 
Saudis to work in the mobile phone 
sector because of low salaries and 
fears of lack of sustainability of the 
work, leading to calls for a mini-
mum wage to attract Saudi youth. 
The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) estimates unemployment 

in Saudi Arabia at 11.6%, with un-
employment among Saudi women 
estimated at 32.8%, the highest in 
the world.

The effects of Saudisation on the 
expatriate community will be pal-
pable, with declining oil revenues 
exasperating the situation. Saudi 
Arabia cut government spending 
after posting a record $98 billion 
budget deficit in 2015. The king-

dom has introduced a number of 
financial measures, including in-
creasing domestic petrol prices 
more than 50%. Water, electricity, 
diesel and kerosene prices also in-
creased.

Austerity measures are expected 
to save the kingdom about $7 bil-
lion annually, according to Riyadh-
based Jadwa Investment. The firm 
said revenues from the kingdom’s 

hike on diesel are estimated at 
$2.75 billion a year and petrol lev-
ies are expected to add $2.5 billion.

Foreigners accounted for 10.1 
million of the overall Saudi popu-
lation of 30.8 million in 2014, ac-
cording to official data. The money 
they sent home was important for 
their native countries. They remit-
ted $9.1 billion from Saudi Arabia 
in the third quarter of 2015, central 
bank figures show.

“The economic changes have 
started to pressure the labour mar-
ket and this has triggered the start 
of the migration of a large segment 
of foreign workers,” said Saudi 
economist Fadl al-Boainain.

“Declining corporate profitabil-
ity has made the foreign workforce 
a target for managements seeking 
to cut fixed financial obligations.”

The government is wagering a lot 
on its Saudisation drive and, as a 
consequence, is looking at setting 
incentives for companies that im-
plement quotas, with the Labour 
Ministry looking at factors such 
as the Saudisation percentage, the 
number of women employed and 
the level of average wages among 
other considerations.

Saudi Arabia on April 25th is to 
announce its “vision” for future 
social and economic development, 
including a “National Transforma-
tion Programme” aimed at diversi-
fying the economy away from oil.

A man leaves a mobile phone shop in Riyadh on March 21st. 
The sign reads: “Saudi employees are wanted. Sellers, 
programmers and maintenance technicians.”

According to the IMF, 
unemployment in 
Saudi Arabia stands at 
11.6% with 32.8% for 
women.

Nikah mut’ah became 
widespread after the 
US invasion in 2003.


