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Exploring the capacity of faith-based 
actors in Jordan and Lebanon to 
prevent child marriage
Dr Aisha Hutchinson



This research documents and critically engages with 
the influence of faith-based actors in responding to 
child marriage in Jordan and Lebanon, both in relation 
to macro social/cultural norms and also the process 
of marriage formation. The research gives a more 
nuanced and sophisticated understanding of the 
complex roles that faith-based actors play in local 
contexts and the implications for partnership working 
with international actors. 

Child marriage is not associated with a particular 
religion and is not generally considered a universal 
‘religious practice’. Yet, within the major religions 
there are some religious teachings, laws and practices 
which allow or support child marriage, especially if it 
is customary within a community, for example, or as 
a response to pregnancy outside of marriage. There 
are also those across all of the major religions that 
seek to prevent child marriage, largely because of the 
harm it can cause. However, religion is an important 
factor which influences social practices, including 
belief systems, knowledge and attitudes towards 
marriage. While several reports have highlighted 
the potential role of faith-based actors in response 
to humanitarian crisis, there is very little research to 
inform actual engagement in specific contexts. This 
research contributes to filling that gap based on 20 
qualitative interviews on child marriage with a range 
of faith based actors in Jordan and Lebanon.

In both Jordan and Lebanon marriage is a religiously 
legislated act, under the jurisdiction of personal status 
law within different religious confessions (i.e. Islam 
and Christianity) as well as a socially constructed 
social process shaped by religious thought, teachings 
and practices. Therefore, in both countries, there are 
a range of faith-based actors involved in the legal and 
social process of marriage in addition to their role 
in shaping the broader norms and values of ‘good’ 
or ‘acceptable’ marriages. Only Islamic faith based 
actors (Sunni and Shi’a) were interviewed as part of 
this research, due to this being the religious affiliation 
for the largest number of people in both countries 
(including Syrian refugees).

There are a range of faith-based actors involved in 
the legal and social process of marriage in Jordan and 

Lebanon. Different faith-based actors have different 
roles and influences on the process of marriage. 
Community based religious leaders may give Friday 
sermons about marriage, advice to community 
members on marriage, give awareness sessions 
about child marriage, give some marriage preparation 
support and counselling pre or post marriage, 
and conflict resolution sessions with couples and 
families. In Lebanon some Sheikhs are authorised by 
the religious courts to oversee the development and 
signing of the marriage contract and undertake ‘the 
marriage’ (including staying verses from the Koran). 
In Jordan marriage contracts can only be authorised 
at a religious court. Mufti give rulings on religious 
matters like marriage (such as Fatwas) and may lead/
support a group of Sheikhs in a particular region, 
giving direction on how to respond to dilemmas 
associated with child marriage. A mufti may lead a 
campaign or set of activities focused on marriage and 
family life. Religious court judges make rulings based 
on Personal Status Law, agree marriage contracts, 
and give permission for the marriage. Community 
members that have some level of religious training 
(but not at the level of a recognised Sheikh/Imam/
Scholar/Judge/Mufti) may join a team of ‘preachers’ 
who deliver religious lessons in mosques after certain 
prayers, including on marriage. Religious community 
members may also work for Islamic charities or third 
sector organisations that provide services to children 
and families. Islamic scholars teach on marriage 
family law in universities and issues related to age of 
marriage and Islamic legislative committees reviews 
Personal Status Law which sets minimum age of 
marriage and the exceptions to this. Finally the court 
clerk processes all of the documentation and ensures 
the marriage meets all requirements.

Therefore there are two main types of influence on 
child marriage; 
1) Influence on community social norms and values,
and marriage traditions, including what is considered
an acceptable marriage, a successful marriage, a
good marriage, an ideal marriage and a desirable
marriage. This influence is usually enacted at a macro
social level through a range of structural mechanisms
that guide girls and their families in what is acceptable 
and unacceptable, communicating clear gender and

@
Td

h/
D

ie
go

 Ib
ar

ra

3

Executive Summary Executive Summary



sex orders across society; 

2) Socio-legal processes associated with marriage
through Personal Status Law or through community
based marriage processes. This influence is usually
enacted at a micro individual level in response to
specific marriage proposal in a specific time and
context, and shapes the marriage contract and
arrangements.
Although these influences are not mutually exclusive,
they are usually enacted through different processes, 
different activities and often through different faith-
based actors

Marriage in Islam is a contract. The participants 
discussed a wide range of principles for a ‘successful 
marriage’, with many saying that marriage should be 
based on equality, love and respect, with recognition 
of the different roles and responsibilities that men 
and women undertake. From the perspective of the 
faith-based actors interviewed, if a spouse is chosen 
because they are ‘good’, moral, religious and treat 
other people well, then the marriage is likely to be 
successful because these characteristics reduce the 
likelihood of conflict and problems – no matter the 
age of the couple.

Essentially marriage was described as the only 
legitimate way of fulfilling physical and sexual 
needs and creating families (parents with children), 
which is the basis of communities and society. One 
community-based religious leader we spoke to said 
that according to Islamic thought; ‘ if you can marry 
then you should marry’. Marriage is therefore family 
formation. Men and women marry to fulfil physical 
and sexual needs, so that these needs are not fulfilled 
outside of marriage. 

Participants largely spoke about child marriage as a 
‘marriage’ that occurred at an ‘early’ age rather than 
as a violation of human rights, a form of violence 
against children or a harmful traditional practice. All 
of the participants were aware of the controversy, 
resistance and negative outcomes associated with 
child marriage (and in most cases they described 
the possibility of marriage being harmful). Many said 
that while they did not ‘encourage’ child marriage, 
once the contract has been made it is considered a 
marriage none the less. This meant that the attitudes 
expressed by many of the participants to child 
marriage were largely ambivalent (i.e. they describe 

cases and opinions which indicate both positive and 
negative attitudes towards child marriage).

When talking about marriage, age did not often come 
up as a key concern for many of the participants, 
rather concepts like maturity and consent, and 
even childhood and adulthood, were discussed 
with little reference to age. There are differences 
across different schools of Islamic thought in how 
the concept of maturity is understood and how it is 
achieved and measured. Each aspect of maturity 
needs to be assessed before marriage, ideally by 
their parents before they consider any proposals of 
marriage. Most of the faith based actors, especially 
the religious court judges, emphasised that it was the 
responsibility of families and the couples themselves 
to decide when it is the right time to marry and to 
decide who to marry. Faith-based actors describe 
marriage as institution which serves society, but 
also as a personal/private institution that is primarily 
under the jurisdiction of the family of the proposed 
bride and groom who should be trusted to make the 
‘right’ decision. It is only when there is some kind 
of conflict or difference of opinion that would result 
in a controversial case needing a judge’s expertise 
and skills to resolve conflict. Participants suggested 
that an official constructing the marriage contract or 
registering the marriage will only refuse to do so if 
there is a clear violation of personal status law, such 
as the girl not giving her consent or being mature 
enough to give her consent.

The faith-based actors interviewed frequently 
said that they tended to (and preferred to) use their 
influence on a case by case basis, in response to the 
complexity of individual circumstances rather than 
make blanket declarations about child marriage.

The faith-based actors we spoke to in both Jordan 
and Lebanon suggested that child marriage had 
only become an issue of attention in their countries 
because of the high rates of child marriage found 
amongst Syrian refugee communities. Most 
participants said that despite many Syrians having 
lived in Jordan or Lebanon for a number of years, 
and knowledge about the national marriage laws and 
traditions is now common, child marriage still occurs 
amongst Syrians because they continue to live in 
poverty and uncertainty.  There remains a lot of fear 
and indecision about what is best to do, especially in 
decisions related to marriage. They indicated that the 

combination of these drivers makes it a complicated 
issue, resulting in some very complex cases and very 
difficult situations, and several participants said 
that they had never encountered such problematic 
cases of marriage before the Syrian refugees arrived 
where marrying young girls seems to be the best way 
forward.

The interviews clearly show that marriage laws, 
and associated legal processes, have also not been 
developed with ‘child protection’ concerns in mind, 
resulting in a wide range of practices from faith-based 
actors when encountering girls under 18 who are 
seeking/wanting/agreeing/being encouraged/being 
forced to marry [1, 2]. The increasing legal and social 
construction of those under 18 years old as ‘children’ 
is also increasing contradictions with marriage being 
legally permissible under 18 years old (i.e. as rape laws 
change, and sexual abuse laws change, and definition 
of legal majority occurring at 18 years) [3]. Yet, all of 
the faith based actors interviewed said that because 
of their culture, at times, (child) marriage is currently 
necessary, even if it shouldn’t be encouraged or be a 
common phenomenon.  All faith-based actors agreed 
that a marriage must go ahead, even those who did 
not ‘support’ child marriage, no matter the age of 
the girl, if she has had sex or is pregnant outside of 
marriage.

Based on discussions with different faith-based 
actors, Islamic jurisprudence on marriage appears 
to allow for a wide range of attitudes towards child 
marriage, and different participants held different 
‘red lines’ that they said should not be crossed when 
assessing whether to allow a marriage contract to 
be constructed for a couple when one is younger 
than 18 years of age. However religious influenced 
norms and values are only one of many drivers of 
child marriage, and it is unlikely to be the only driver 
in action. Participants also describe limits to the 
influence that faith-based actors have on conceptions 
of child marriage in society, as well as on attitudes 
and practices. Some of these limitations appear to be 
self-imposed while others are externally constructed

Here are the following recommendations for engaging 
with, and working with faith-based actors in Jordan 
and Lebanon:

1.  It is important for organisations seeking to
engage with, or work with, religious leaders and

other faith-based actors to recognise the religious 
and spiritual concerns of these groups as integral 
to their identity, and to be clear about the purpose 
of engagement and expectations of engagement. 
For example, it cannot be expected that faith-based 
actors will simply be vessels or communicators 
of pre-designed messages about preventing child 
marriage that are solely conceptualised and written 
by others [4]. 

2. Faith-based actors are not homogenous groups,
and they have different roles and responsibilities and
spheres of influence in relation to (child) marriage in
different countries. Some faith-based actors have
more influence on social norms and values and
marriage traditions, including what is considered an
acceptable marriage, a successful marriage, a good
marriage, an ideal marriage and a desirable marriage.
This influence is usually enacted at a social level,
influencing discourses of marriage. Some faith-based
actors have more influence on the legal processes
associated with marriage through Personal Status
Law.

Understanding and mapping the roles and 
responsibilities and spheres of influence in relation 
to (child) marriage of different faith-based actors in 
a particular context should form the foundation of 
engagement

3. Organisations planning to engage with faith-based
actors need a high level of religious literacy and to be
able to reflect on religious biases. Religious literacy
can be understood as a strong understanding of how
religion functions, including the following factors:
•  Identifying which religious or worldview
perspectives are culturally dominant, and which are
marginalised;
•  Understanding how culturally dominant forms of
religious beliefs or worldviews interact with, and are
reinforced by, other dominant political, economic, and
social forces;
•  Identifying religious leaders and practitioners
who are prominent and represent the culturally
dominant perspectives, as well as those leaders and
practitioners representing perspectives that are less
prominent and/or marginalised (often women and
racial/ethnic minorities) and communities whose
perspective may not be well represented by leaders;
and
•  Recognising how religious beliefs function as
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motivating factors giving ideological legitimacy 
to the full range of political, economic, and social 
expressions of human agency. [5]

As Shannahan (2016) advises ‘The development of 
enhanced levels of religious literacy can help these 
organisations and agencies to understand the values 
that motivate local faith groups. It could also help to 
generate greater levels of trust between international 
organisations and local (faith) communities…Deeper 
engagement with theological, ethical and scriptural 
themes could provide practitioners with resources to 
translate values into practice more effectively’ [6].

4.  Child marriage is not conceptualised as a
homogenous practice, rather it occurs for different
reasons and has different consequences. Different
faith-based actors will have different beliefs about
when child marriage is acceptable and when it is not,
and different ‘red lines’. Understanding these and
moving to a point where these can be talked about
from different perspectives (including religious,
cultural and human rights perspectives) should be a
key aim of engagement.

5. Child marriage will not end through the publication
of one fatwa condemning child marriage (despite
this being an important and essential piece of work).
Engaging with faith-based actors requires long term
investment (financial and other), and participatory
methodologies that facilitates co-creation of
strategies and interventions

6. Faith-based actors often have a strong vision of
‘healthy’, ‘good’, ‘successful’ marriage, such as equal
educated partners who are committed to one another, 
who listen to each other and treat each other well,
who work together as a team – which is conducive for 
promoting adult marriage. Developing these kinds of
messages into advocacy messages to prevent child
marriage is important

7.  Faith-based actors may be asked to counsel or
advise or support the process of conflict resolution
between couples where one is still a child. Faith-
based actors should be mentored and coached
to incorporate child protection principles when
engaging with married girls.

8.  Ensure ‘safe’ and ‘informed’ relationships with
faith-based actors evolve over time to enable

controversial and challenging discussions, such as 
the deeper examination of, and discussion about how, 
they understand and assess ‘consent’ and ‘maturity’ 
- two bottom line attributes needed for marriage.
How consent is sought or how maturity is measured
appears to be based on ‘experience’ and on a ‘case by
case’ basis, through one off conversations with a girl,
through looking at her body, through assessing how
she answers questions etc. Such practices can be
questioned in relation to how ‘safe’ and ‘child friendly’ 
they are, and the implications of getting a girl to sign
that she consents to marriage, for example. Other
discussions, such as the ethics of ‘fix it’ marriages
and enforcing penalties for unregistered sheikhs who
oversee marriage contracts outside of the law, also
require ‘safe’ and trusting relationships which are
based on a knowledge by non-faith based actors of
issues of faith, religion and personal status law.

9. Introduce concept of ‘informed’ consent to faith-
based actors to raise discussions of the nature of
girls consent to marriage, the influence of families on
consent, social pressure, and what happens to a girl if 
she doesn’t give consent.

10. Establish and develop the arguments that faith-
based actors use to try and persuade families not to
marry their girls at a young age, i.e. do they use social/
health-based arguments, or religious arguments, and
which is more effective.

11.  In addition to preventing child marriage, there
is also capacity to make child marriage safer by
educating girls on their right to consent and ability
to include conditions in the marriage contract (such
as continued educational access). It is also possible
for engagement periods to be extended and dowries
to be set at high levels for younger girls. Work with
faith-based actors could also be done to develop safe
spaces and safer practices for ascertaining a girl’s
consent to marriage

12. Work with faith-based actors to develop a training 
programme and toolkit for religious leaders and faith-
based actors on making ‘safe’ and ‘child friendly’
decisions about child marriage.

13.  Involve faith-based actors in the response to
other drivers of child marriage rather than just the law 
or social norms, such as provision of aid or providing
mechanisms to ensure cultural adherence to religious

practices or gender norms that prevent child marriage 
(such as providing transport to schools/safe spaces 
or providing bigger houses for adolescent girls and 
boys who cannot sleep in the same room)

14.  Creation of an evidence base, in partnership
with faith-based actors, regarding what they do in
response to child marriage, why, and the impact

15. The roles of religious women and religious youths
are currently under explored, and need greater
understanding and appreciation of their varied work

16.  Document and disseminate best practice with
faith-based actors, even if it is not captured by
rigorous evaluations
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1. Introduction
The marriage of girls (and boys to a much lesser 
extent) under 18 years of age has received increased 
attention over recent years in Jordan and Lebanon, 
partly due to emerging evidence of increased levels 
of child marriage amongst Syrian refugees in both 
countries [3, 7]. While grassroots organisations in 
both countries have been campaigning for years 
to increase the legal age of marriage and prevent 
child marriage for many years ([8-11], child marriage 
amongst Syrian refugees has increased the attention 
given to this both nationally and internationally. The 
prevalence and nature of child marriage in Jordan 
and Lebanon varies significantly by nationality. 
According to a baseline survey conducted by UNICEF 
in 2015-2016, 6% of Lebanese women aged 20 to 24 
years had married before the age of 18, compared to 
12% of Palestinian refugees living in Lebanon, 25% of 
Palestinian refugees from Syria, and 40.5% of Syrian 
refugees[12]. Similarly, in Jordan, the most recent 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) found that 
7.5% of Jordanian women aged 20 to 24 years had 
married before the age of 18 years, compared to 36.6% 
of Syrian refugees and 15.7% of other nationalities 
(i.e. Egyptians, Iraqis, and women of other Arab and 
non-Arab nationalities) [13]. Research has found 
that girls marry under 18 years of age for a variety 
of reasons including, but not limited to, high levels 
of poverty and insecurity [14-24], ensuring girls are 
sufficiently protected [15, 21, 24-26], low educational 
levels and school dropout [14, 27, 28], social norms 
and traditional culture that accepts or values child 
marriage [17, 29-32] and because it is perceived as an 
acceptable religious practice [1, 2, 14, 27, 33].

Child marriage results from a complex interplay of 
social, economic, political, cultural and religious 
factors, and occurs in a range of communities 
across different countries, cultures, ethnicities and 
religions. Child marriage is not associated with a 
particular religion and is not generally considered a 
universal ‘religious practice’ [34]. Yet, within the major 
religions there are some religious teachings, laws 
and practices which allow or support child marriage, 
especially if it is customary within a community for 
example, or as a response to pregnancy outside 
of marriage [2, 34, 35]. There are also those across 
all of the major religions that seek to prevent child 

marriage, largely because of the harm it can cause 
[35-38]. Child marriage cannot therefore be thought 
of as ‘Islamic’, for example.  However, religion is an 
important factor which influences social practices, 
including belief systems, knowledge and attitudes 
towards marriage [39, 40]. Faith-based actors are 
often considered by development practitioners as 
potential ‘agents of transformation’ in communities, 
and particularly influential in shaping social norms 
and values rated to marriage, including the age at 
which men and women start to marry [4, 5, 34, 40-
43]. In recognition of this, faith-based actors are 
often identified as key stakeholders and actors who 
influence marriage practices and as important people 
to support prevention strategies [43-46]. However, it 
cannot be taken for granted that all faith-based actors 
will support child marriage prevention strategies [34]. 
This has resulted in potential confusion over the role 
of faith-based actors in responding to child marriage 
and other forms of violence against women and girls, 
and how to engage with these faith-based actors in 
response to different forms of sexual and gender-
based violence [47]. While several reports have 
highlighted the potential role of faith-based actors 
in response to humanitarian crisis, there is very little 
research to inform actual engagement in specific 
contexts [48]. This research contributes to the wider 
body of work on ‘development/humanitarianism 
and religion’ [49] and its intersections with gender 
[50], providing in depth knowledge of the roles and 
responsibilities of faith-based actors in response to 
child marriage, conceptualisations of child marriage, 
and the challenges of working with other actors to 
prevent child marriage.

In both Jordan and Lebanon marriage is a religiously 
legislated act, under the jurisdiction of personal status 
law within different religious confessions (i.e. Islam 
and Christianity) as well as a socially constructed 
social process shaped by religious thought, teachings 
and practices. Therefore, in both countries, there are 
a range of faith-based actors involved in the legal 
and social process of marriage, as well as their role 
in shaping the broader norms and values of ‘good’ 
or ‘acceptable’ marriages. Only Islamic faith based 
actors (Sunni and Shi’a) were interviewed as part of 
this research, due to this being the religious affiliation 
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for the largest number of people in both countries 
(including Syrian refugees).

While all Muslim marriage contracts in Jordan and 
Lebanon need to be formally registered in an Islamic 
Court, within Islamic societies, a marriage becomes 
‘official’ through its public announcement by the 
families [51]. Therefore, marriage is not a one off 
legal event; rather it is a social process [52]. Islamic 
marriage was summarised by Gebel and Heyne (2016) 
into the following institutionalized steps that manifest 
in slightly different ways across the region: 
1) Qirayet el fatha (informal engagement)
2) Khutuba (formal engagement)
3) Katb al-kitaab (legal marriage)
4) Dukhla (actual religious marriage) combined with
a wedding party (’urs), followed by the move into the
marital residence.[52]

Each of these successive stages can take place at 
different times, or two or more consecutive events 
can be combined [53]. Engagement for some, for 
example, may last a year or longer, while for some 
it may only last a few days. Some will complete the 
legal marriage registration as part of the engagement 
process, long before the wedding party and public 
celebration occurs [2, 51]. Others will do this at the 
same time. In Syria, the legal marriage and marriage 
registration (Katb al-kitaab) often takes place after 
the actual marriage (Dukhla), sometimes not until the 
first child is born [2]. See figure 1.

Marriage not only marks the union between two 
individuals but also between families. The marriage 
process is therefore a family affair, with the majority 
of marriages arranged to some extent by families 
across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region [52, 54]. Marriage processes often involve all 
members of the family, with mothers often making 
and receiving the initial proposals, and the male head 
of households often leading the finalisation of the 
arrangements [2]. It is reported that, in some cases, 
male head of households will go ahead with arranging 
marriage even if his wife is opposed to the idea [2]. 
In theory ‘forced’ marriage, that is marriage which 
happens without the free and informed consent of 
the husband or wife, is forbidden under Islamic law in 
Jordan and Lebanon [55].

Family-led processes, such as seeking consent and 
arranging a dowry, run alongside the legal process 

in Shari’a Courts. For example, a dowry (Mahr) must 
be paid and included in the marriage contract for 
the marriage certificate to be issued. This includes 
money/property given by the husband to the wife for 
her own use, payments towards the wedding costs 
and costs of setting up a new home (such as furniture) 
and money for the wife’s family. Mahr can be paid in 
total at the beginning of the marital life, often in the 
form of gold or jewellery, or delayed in total to another 
time (such as in the case of a divorce or if requested 
by the woman). It can also be divided; part of it to be 
paid at the beginning of the marriage (muqaddam) 
and the other part at a later stage (mu’akhar)[30]. 
Marriage is, therefore, a socially constructed and 
religious institution that is shaped in various ways by 
faith based actors and faith based institutions. 

This research is based on 20 qualitative semi 
structured interviews with a range of faith-based 
actors in Jordan and Lebanon with the following aims 
to:
1.  Explore range of religious conceptualisations of
marriage and child marriage
2.  Examine the roles and responsibilities of faith-
based actors in response to child marriage
3.  Examine the influence of faith-based actors on
practices of child marriage
4. Examine how cultural religious processes impact
on child marriage (i.e. how do religious leaders
decide whether a match should take place and how
appropriate the match is, seek consent and ensure
girls and young women are protected?)
5. Consider how can we integrate Islamic knowledge, 
teachings and processes into intervention strategies,
and what the limitations are

The overall aim of this strand of the research was 
to better understand the roles and responsibilities 
of various faith-based actors in response to child 
marriage, and the implications of this on responding 
to child marriage. The qualitative interviews with 
faith based actors reported here are part of a larger 
study which aims to improve knowledge, and develop 
a contextually and culturally relevant framework 
of risk and protective factors associated with child 
marriage within Syrian refugee communities in 
Jordan and Lebanon, using an ecological framework 
which is cognisant of, and informed by, socio-cultural 
and religious thoughts and community processes. 
The research also seeks to illuminate the social 
process of marriage from different perspectives to 

Figure 1: Process of marriage as described by Gebel and Heyne 2016

support nuanced and sensitive responses to prevent 
child marriage.

The wider study will bring together data from an 
assessment tool and narrative interviews, with data 
from focus group discussions with young Syrian 
refugees (girls and boys), data from focus group 
discussions with Syrian refugee parents (mothers 
and fathers), data from a policy mapping exercise 
and professional interviews, and data from faith-
based actors. Findings from this data will be available 
through the following publications.

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Child Marriage in Jordan:
Systematic mapping of the literature, Terre des
Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Understanding the social
processes underpinning child marriage: The impact
of protracted displacement in Jordan, Terre des
Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Understanding the social
processes underpinning child marriage: The impact
of protracted displacement in Lebanon, Terre des
Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2018) Mapping responses to Child 
Marriage in Jordan: Reflections from practitioners

and policymakers, Terre des Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2019) Mapping responses to Child
Marriage in Lebanon: Reflections from practitioners
and policymakers, Terre des Hommes

- Hutchinson, A.J. (2019) Child marriage in discussion: 
Findings from focus groups discussions with Syrian
refugees in Jordan and Lebanon, Terre des Hommes
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2. Methodology 2. Methodology
Research questions
1)  How is child marriage conceptualised by faith-
based actors in Jordan and Lebanon?
2) What are the roles and responsibilities of different
faith-based actors in response to child marriage?
3) How do faith-based actors and religious processes 
influence practices of child marriage?
4)  How can we integrate Islamic knowledge,
teachings and processes into intervention strategies
to prevent child marriage?

Methods
Semi-structured qualitative interviews were 
undertaken with 20 faith-based actors across 
Lebanon and Jordan. The interviews were carried 
out by Dr Aisha Hutchinson in English. Most of the 
participants spoke in Arabic. Dr Hutchinson was 
accompanied by Tdh practitioners who translated 
from English to Arabic, and Arabic to English. The 
interviews followed a set format using a pre designed 
list of open questions (see interview tool in Appendix 
A), however, other questions were also asked based 
on the responses made by the participants. The 
interviews largely took the form of a conversation 
centred around understanding how faith-based 
actors conceptualise and respond to child marriage.

Access to participants
Faith-based actors were approached by Tdh 
practitioners in Jordan and Lebanon. Faith-based 
actors include religious leaders who have some 
form of legitimate leadership role within a religion 
such as a Sheikh, Imam, Mufti or religious judge; 
those who work for faith-based organisations such 
as those working for the Ministry of Religion or for 
an Islamic charity; and informal local faith actors 
who are experienced and respected members in the 
community, who are known to be religious but who 
are not an ‘official’ religious leader.  Faith-based 
organisations (FBOs) are generally understood as 
faith-influenced non-governmental organizations 
that derives inspiration and guidance for its activities 
from the teachings and principles of a faith [48, 56, 
57]. Religious leaders are, therefore, a distinct group 
within the broader term of faith-based actors. 

Tdh Lebanon has a well-established programme of 

work with faith-based actors, and was able to draw 
on these connections to facilitate the interviews 
[58]. Each participant was given a summary of 
the research, and the aims and objectives of the 
interviews were explained. Participants were then 
sent a research information sheet and an informed 
consent form. A summary of the research was given 
again at the beginning of the interview, and informed 
consent sought. 

Sample
Eight faith-based actors from a range of institutions 
were interviewed in Jordan, including the Chief 
of Justice Department, the Ministry of Awqaf, the 
Iftaa Department, three faith-based local charities, 
and several Imams from different communities in 
Jordan. All of the participants in Jordan were Sunni. 
Four were religious leaders, while the other four 
were working for faith-based organisations. Twelve 
faith-based actors were interviewed from a range 
of institutions in Lebanon including the religious 
courts, local Sheikhs and Muftis. Ten participants in 
Lebanon were Sunni and two were Shi’a. All of the 
participants interviewed in Lebanon were religious 
leaders (Sheikhs, Mufti and religious judges). Many 
of the religious judges interviewed were also Islamic 
Scholars who taught at a University or who had a 
role in writing new laws and amending current laws, 
as well as operating as community-based religious 
leaders. Two of the faith-based actors were female 
and the other eighteen were male. All participants 
were nationally based in Jordan and Lebanon. 
No international faith-based organisations were 
included. Participants were either of Lebanese, 
Palestinian, Jordanian or Syrian nationality. 

Ethics
Ethical approval was granted by the University 
of Bedfordshire to complete these interviews in 
partnership with Tdh. All participants were given a 
research information sheet and a verbal overview 
of the research before each interview began. Some 
interviews were audio recorded. Consent was sought 
from all of the participants, and all contributions are 
anonymised. 
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Limitations
Dr Hutchinson was accompanied at each interview 
by a practitioner from Terre des hommes (Tdh) who 
knew the participant and who was able to provide 
real time translation. However, the translation of 
the interviews with FBAs was described by the 
translators as hard, as they often spoke using poetry, 
with proverbs, drawing on verses from the Koran, and 
this was sometimes difficult to translate in the time 
we had. Also they tended to speak for long periods 
without stopping, as if giving a sermon or a speech, 
which made it difficult for the translators to regularly 
translate from Arabic to English. 

Most participants were Sunni Muslims, with only 
limited participation from Shi’a Muslims. We also only 
spoke about child marriage in relation to girls. 
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3. Islamic structures and 
child marriage laws in 
Jordan and Lebanon

3. Islamic structures and child marriage 
laws in Jordan and Lebanon

Jordan

Islamic structures
All formal expressions of Islam are overseen and 
administered by the Ministry of Awqaf Islamic 
Affairs and Holy Places, the Iftaa Department and 
the Supreme Judge Department (which oversees 
Islamic Courts).  The senior figures leading these 
organisations are the Minster of Awqaf and Islamic 
Affairs and Holy Sites; the Grand Mufti and the Chief 
Justice. All three of these institutions have specific 
functions and operate independently of each other 
although, according to the interview participants, they 
will often work together, and regularly consult each 
other regarding matters of Islamic jurisprudence.

The Ministry of Awqaf Islamic Affairs and Holy 
Places (Ministry of Awqaf): The Ministry of Awqaf 
is responsible for deepening religious awareness, 
and spreading Islamic values and culture across 
Jordanian society. The Ministry also oversees the 
running and financial affairs of all religious sites 
(ancient and modern) and institutions (i.e. schools, 
religious institutes, orphanages and legal colleges), 
registers and trains all imams, designs and circulates 
nation programmes of preaching (i.e. Friday prayers) 
and manages Islamic Endowments and all charity 
giving (i.e. Zakat giving) [59].

Within the Ministry of Awqaf in Jordan sits the 
Directorate for Women’s Affairs [60]. This directorate 
specialises in issues related to ‘women’ and to 
‘family’, and they train wa’ethons and wa’ethats 
(male and female preachers) in these areas. There 
are representatives of this directorate across all 
governorates in Jordan, and some offices (about 
4) provide free counselling to women who have a
‘woman’ or ‘family’ related problem. It was estimated
by one of the participants that the Directorate for
Women’s Affairs in Amman gave approximately 20
lectures last year to the community, and other lectures 
at the Ministry on ‘women’s issues’. They also pay
visits to shelters for women who have experienced
domestic violence. In some regions they also have

Koran schools where they teach illiterate women 
to be able to read the Koran. They run a workshop 
called ‘Discuss with me and love you’ which is used to 
teach mothers to understand teenagers, emphasising 
dialogue and conversation. They also run a specific 
training workshop for couples who are engaged to 
be married to talk about how to communicate with 
one another and how to manage the change in their 
relationship with their friends and their family, and 
how to talk about children (such as when to have 
children and how many to have).

While the Directorate for Women’s Affairs (and the 
Ministry of Awqaf) are not responsible (or able) to 
develop or change marriage laws in Jordan, they 
may be consulted on law change (for example, they 
were consulted about the change in regulations for 
marriages being agreed from 15-17 years). Their main 
role is to give education and awareness on topics 
from the perspective of Shari’a, and explain things 
using a religious lens through workshops, training 
sessions and consultations. However, participants 
reflecting on the role of the Directorate said that 
when responding to family issues they use Shari’a and 
also use “scientific” counselling methods, and some 
members are trained counsellors. It was felt that 
people (usually women) are more likely to approach 
this department to talk about family related issues 
because they combine religion with professional 
skills, meaning that people trust them and feel safe 
sharing their problems. They also provide family 
counselling free of charge. An example was given 
of a case where a mother came to the Directorate 
of Woman’s Affairs saying that her husband wanted 
their 14 year old daughter to get married, but that she 
did not want the marriage to go ahead. So they spent 
time talking to the mother, and then they spoke with 
the father and convinced him to send the girl back to 
school and not to arrange the marriage because of 
her age.

General Iftaa Department: The General Iftaa 
Department of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan was 
initially founded in 1921 [61].  In 2006, it was granted 
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independence from other official and state bodies, 
and the rank of the Grand Mufti became equal to the 
rank of a minister in the country. The department is 
made up of legal scholars and specialists (usually 
known as Mufti) in the sciences of Islamic legislation.  
Since its formation, it has relied upon Hanafi fatwas 
(which were in use during the Ottoman era), to answer 
questions about religious matters from members of 
other state departments and the public, cooperating 
with scholars of Islamic law in the Kingdom and 
outside of it if needed. A fatwa is a way of conveying 
the ruling of Shari’a. It is an Islamic scholarly opinion 
from an eminent Muslim scholar, which the Mufti 
we spoke to described as ‘a signature on behalf of 
God’. The department issues fatwas on general and 
specific matters in accordance with the provisions 
of the law, supervising and organising fatwas within 
Jordan. However, while a fatwa is influential, it is not 
binding in the same way as a law is, and it is up to the 
person who listens whether they take it on board. In 
contrast, the law and judicial system is binding and 
mandatory.

The department also prepares research papers and 
Islamic studies on important matters and emerging 
issues, including through a periodic specialist 
academic journal. Participants indicated that the 
department receives lots of questions about marriage, 
married life, and also about divorce. According to 
participants and the website of the Iftaa Department, 
it has not issued a fatwa on child marriage, nor on an 
acceptable age of first marriage, although it advised 
Jordan not to sign the UN General Assembly`s 
Convention on Consent to marriage because it does 
not reflect Shari’a law [62]. Islamic law related to 
marriage and age at first marriage is legislated 
through Personal Status Law in Jordan.

The Supreme Judge Department: This department 
develops and enacts religious legislation through 
fifty-eight religious courts across Jordan [63]. In 
the past, religious judges arbitrated over all types of 
penal and judicial cases, however the religious courts 
now only determine personal status law and cases. 
The Supreme Judge Department is an independent 
government department connected directly to the 
Prime Minister. The responsibilities of the department 
include appointing and training judges, administrative 
supervision of the religious courts and its judges, to 
assure the smooth application of justice according 
to current religious and legal principles; checking the 

schedules and records received from the religious 
courts, supervising the work of lawyers and the 
certified legal religious councils and managing the 
affairs of orphans. All judges in religious courts in 
Jordan are male. 

Personal status law
Jordanian laws are based on the French civil code and 
Islamic law (Shari’a) and have also been influenced by 
tribal traditions. Both civil and religious courts are part 
of the judicial system[64]. Marriage is solely under the 
jurisdiction of religious courts. There is no civil (non-
religious) marriage in Jordan. Marriage for Muslims in 
Jordan is based on principles of reciprocity, i.e. rights 
for the wife with corresponding duties for the husband, 
and vice versa [64]. Only a marriage that is ‘blessed’ 
or approved by their guardians and registered under 
Shari’a law is considered legal, and is a matter for 
one of the Shari’a courts across Jordan[65]. Marriage 
for all Muslims in Jordan is conducted in religious 
courts, under Personal Status Law (No. 36) of 2010, 
Chapter 2 Articles 5-13, ‘Conditions of Marriage’)[1, 
2, 14]. All marriages must be registered in order for 
the marriage to be considered legal [17]. Marriages 
that are not registered in court are considered illegal 
in Jordan. Separate courts have been established for 
those of different religions [1]. Shari’a courts have 
exclusive jurisdiction over Islamic personal status 
laws (for example, marriage, divorce, guardianship, 
alimony, child custody, inheritance) for Muslims [1, 2, 
64]. All marriages are recorded in the Family Registry 
Book after they are registered. Documentation of a 
marriage, or a marriage contract, is referred to as 
‘Katb Kitab’. Other marriages, such as customary 
marriages, consensual or “ ‘orfi” marriage or short 
term contract marriages, are not officially recognised 
in Jordan and are penalized by Article 274 of the Penal 
Code’[51].

The legal age of marriage for Muslims in Jordan is 
currently 18 years of age. This was raised from 15 to 18 
years old in 2001 [1, 2, 14, 51]. However, children aged 
15-17 can marry in ‘exceptional circumstances’ with 
approval from a Shari’a court judge, who is authorized 
to certify marriage contracts in Jordan [1, 2, 64]. 
According to the Arab Renaissance for Democracy 
and Development (ARDD) (2017), instructions to 
Shari’a courts on the ‘exceptional circumstances’ for 
the registering of marriage contracts under 18 years 
old were updated and reissued in August 2017 [66]. 

These updated regulations state that the following 
conditions must be verified before a marriage 
contract is registered:
1) The fiancé is eligible for the fiancée in terms of
religion and financial capability. The latter means 
that the fiancé is able to pay advance dowry and wife 
alimony
2)  The judge has to verify the interest of such
a marriage; either to generate benefit or avoid
corruption
3)  Difference of both individuals’ ages shall not
exceed 15 years
4) The fiancé is not married
5)  Judge verification of both individuals’ mutual
acceptance for such marriage
6)  Marriage shall not be a reason to terminate
education
7)  Verifying the fiancé’s capability to pay marital
expenses and the advance dowry
8) Submitting medical test certificate
9) Legal proxy approval on such marriage
10) The fiancée’s advance dowry shall not be less
than that paid for her father, relatives or the fiancée’s
community
11) Make known to the fiancée her right to set out
conditions that meet her interest
12) Presentation of fiancée’s certificate of success
from the course held for those who intend to marry.
Such courses shall be held in the legal judiciary
institute under the control of competent judges,
and include subjects and programs aiming to spread
outreach and rehabilitation to those who intend to
marry while under 18 years of age
13) The court may also refer any marriage demand,
for those who are under 18 years old, to the family
rehabilitation and reconciliation office to study any
case referred thereto, so to provide the court with its
point of view on such marriage
14) The regulations also set out conditions in cases
where the fiancé is male and under 18 years of age;
to present the approval of the directorate of heritage
and juvenile affairs on such a marriage. A specialized
session shall be held by competent judges to verify
the fiancé’s capability to open marital house and
fulfil his family expenses. This shall be carried out via
new restrictions and standards, and if not met, the
foregoing directorate shall set forth its point of view
on such cases
15)  Should the court decide to grant marriage
permission, then the marriage contract shall be
issued in due course after determining the absence of 

any legal restrictions that prevent such marriage [66]

Lebanon

Islamic structures
There are significant populations of both Sunni and 
Shiite Muslims in Lebanon. Religious affairs for both 
of these groups are governed by separate institutions 
detailed below.

Dar al Fatwa: Dar al Fatwa is a government institution 
that was created in 1922 and charged with issuing legal 
rulings specific to the Sunni community, administering 
religious schools, and overseeing mosques, all in the 
context of a Lebanese confessional system in which 
each sect deals with its own internal affairs [67].  Dar 
al Fatwa is Lebanon's highest Sunni Muslim religious 
authority.

Supreme Islamic Shiite Council: The Supreme Islamic 
Shiite Council is the supreme body of the Shi’as of 
Lebanon and an official entity which facilitates the 
Shi’a contribution to government.

Religious courts: Sunni and Ja’afari courts across 
Lebanon are comprised of individual judges. Ja’afari 
courts are one branch of Shi’a courts which are the 
most dominant in Lebanon. There are 19 Sunni courts, 
and 20 Ja’afari courts across the country. There is 
also a Supreme Sunni Court and a Supreme Ja’afari 
Court comprised of a chief judge and two member 
judges and which act as appellate courts. Both courts 
are located in Beirut. The courts are funded by the 
state, but act independently from the state and from 
other religious authorities such as the Dar El Fatwa 
and the Supreme Islamic Shiite Council [68].

Personal Status Laws
The Lebanese Constitution guarantees that the 
judiciary is founded as an independent entity. The 
Lebanese constitution also gives the right to the 
different religious confessions to manage their own 
personal status affairs and religious laws. Lebanon 
has 15 separate personal status laws for its 18 
recognised religions, which stipulate different ages 
from which a marriage can occur (see Table 1), but 
there is no civil code covering issues such as marriage 
[68].  Those who want a civil marriage must marry 
abroad and then register their marriage in Lebanon. 



Exploring the capacity of faith-based actors in Jordan and Lebanon to prevent child marriage - February 202020 21

Table 1: Marriageable age by confession and sex (taken from CEDAW Third periodic report of States 
Parties [69])

Denomination Recognised 
Marriageable age

Age at which a
 marriage can be 

licensed
Authority granting the license

Male Female Male Female

Sunni 18 17 17 9 (i) Judge

Shi’a Puberty Puberty 15 9 (i) Judge

Druze 18 17 16 15 Judge or Sheikh

Catholic 
denominations

16 (ii) 14 (ii)

Greek Orthodox 18 18 17 15 Priest

Armenian 
Orthodox

18 14 16 14 Archbishop

Syrian Orthodox 18 14

Evangelical 18 16 16 (iii) 14 (iii) Spiritual court

Assyrian Church 
of the East

18 15 Unspecified; 
if necessary, 
when health & 
circumstances 
qualify

Bishop

Jewish 18 12.5 13 <12.5 By the authority of the father 
or with consent of the girl and 
agreement of the mother or a 
brother, if she is an orphan

(i) Although the provision exists, it is not in force, since it is no longer customary to permit marriage of girls
at the age stated; (ii) An older age may be sanctioned, as it is stated in article 2 of Law 800 (the new law) of
the Catholic denominations that Church law may set a higher age to permit celebration of the marriage; (iii)
Article 14 of the new personal status law of the Evangelical communities in Syria and Lebanon.

According to the Sunni Shari’a Judges we spoke 
with in Lebanon, the current personal status law for 
marriage for Sunni Muslims in Lebanon is based on the 
1917 marriage law issued under the Ottoman Empire 
on family rights (which at the time was for Jews, 
Muslims and Christians) based on Hanafi school of 
Islamic thought, and was revised in 1936. The law 
states that the minimum age of marriage is 17 for a 
girl and 18 for a boy, however it is possible for any girl 
who is ‘mature’ to marry from 9 years old with special 
permission from a Judge to ensure she is mature, 
although it is no longer customarily permitted to marry 
at 9 years [69]. Judges spoke about 13 years being the 
earliest they would consider allowing a marriage. 
Before 1917 marriage was a personal arrangement 
based on religious traditions, with families making 
whatever arrangements suited them. The Ottomans 
sought to control and register marriages through a 
system of governance. In 1917 Hanafi scholars also 
wanted to ensure that young girls could not marry 
without consent, which led to them including the 
need for father’s consent – although if a father does 
not consent there has to be a specific reason. In 
1992/3 guidance was issued on the medical checks 
for couples. Additionally, people are not considered to 
have mental capacity to consent to marriage (maybe 
due to a learning disability for example) are not able to 
marry unless they get permission of the judge.

Several participants explained that when Sunni 
Muslims want to get married they have to apply for 
permission to approach an authorised Sheikh to 
approve a marriage contract, and then to record and 
register the marriage. This process is predominantly 
overseen by a clerk at the religious courts to ensure 
the process is followed and all the rules are applied. 
Officially the clerk has no religious authority on the 
nature and process of marriage, but ensures all 
the processes are followed correctly and that all 
paperwork is valid and present. However, one clerk 
said that he can make decisions about some clear 
issues within a set of guidelines, and on other issues 
he has to refer to the judge. To gain permission 
to marry a couple need to provide their ID, and the 
official ID of the person conducting the marriage 
(validated/nominated Sheikh) and complete the 
application and send to the official information office 
to check the validity of the marriage. They send 
their application to the Mukhtar (head of the local 
government of a town or village) who will check the 
validity of the marriage, provide details of the bride 

and groom, and who is responsible for the bride, and 
stamp the application. They also need a medical test 
and a medical report from the doctor to approve the 
marriage. Syrians also officially need approval and 
information from Syria but this is difficult to acquire. 
They have to pay fees for each of these processes so 
they can get a permission form/permit with a unique 
number to give to an authorised Sheikh to perform the 
marriage. The Sheikh will then meet with the couple 
in the community and use the second page of the 
permission form to put down details of the marriage 
contract (which includes details of the bride and 
groom, dowry and deferred dowry (money or items), 
and conditions the bride puts in and her rights) – the 
Sheikh will see all parties and get consent from the 
bride and groom in the presence of two witnesses. 

In straight forward cases of marriage the Sheikh may 
be the only person who actually sees the couple. 
The Sheikh will then send the completed form to the 
clerk of the court who will ensure all the procedures 
have been followed and then send on to the judge to 
approve. Once the judge gives acceptance, then the 
marriage is recorded in the official system and the 
couple will receive a stamped document to show 
the marriage has been registered and a marriage 
certificate is issued by the Mukhtar. If a Lebanese 
man is marrying a non-Lebanese woman then they 
need authorisation from the General Security Office, 
a Lebanese intelligence agency linked to the Ministry 
of the Interior. With these official documents the 
bride will move to the family book of her husband.

The Sunni religious courts in Lebanon have a standard 
form for the marriage contract which an authorised 
Sheikh uses to write the contractual conditions from 
the caregivers, the dowry and the deferred dowry if 
they divorce. An authorised Sheikh is a Sheikh who 
has permission to conduct legal marriages by the 
religious court.

There are additional procedures to be undertaken 
if the girl getting married is aged 13-16 years old, as 
this is below the minimum age of marriage for Sunni 
Muslims – although according to one clerk these may 
not actually be followed unless the girl is younger 
than 16 years. Two clerks we spoke with said that this 
would be spotted on the initial paperwork because 
it clearly asks for the ages of the bride and groom. 
In these cases they need a letter from a specialist 
doctor to confirm that the girl is physically mature 
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enough for marriage (i.e. has reached puberty, can 
have sex and bare children) and the judge will see 
the couple before agreeing to the marriage. The 
judge may see the girl on her own, or with a family 
member.  For a judge to grant the exception they 
need to ensure physical and financial capability (for 
example, if a girl is physically small or immature then 
the judge may not allow the marriage), that they are 
intellectually, socially and emotionally mature and 
they have consent from the parents. The judge will 
ask the girl what she understands of marriage, if she 
is being forced to marry by anyone or if there are any 
other issues that are forcing her to get married. The 
judge will assess her physical ability and check that 
she has parental consent. The judge will also check 
the marriage contract is fair and appropriate. In one 
court they said that they have a form which they ask 
the girl to sign which states that she is not being 
forced to marry.  

If a girl is pregnant or has a child (due to an 
unauthorised sheikh performing a marriage) at the 
time of the marriage, the doctor will need to confirm 
that the child was conceived within the unregistered 
marriage. These marriages will be facilitated through 
the court at any age to protect the mother and child. 
If a woman/girl has no caregiver then the judge will 
become the caregiver. Judges will also get involved if 
they need to resolve any disputes related to consent 
(i.e. if the girl/women consents but her father does 
not). However, if a girl or woman does not consent to 
marriage then it cannot take place.

The current personal status law for marriage for Shi’a 
Muslims in Lebanon allows girls to marry once they 
have reached ‘puberty’ (a medical stage which is 
also subject to meanings and interpretations based 
on culture and religious confession) and has set the 
minimum age at which a girl can marry at 9 years 
old, although this is no longer customary permitted  
[69]. Shi’a personal status laws are still not codified. 
In 1994 the president of the Supreme Ja’afari Court 
drafted the Guide to Ja’afari Justice, which compiles 
and interprets material related to issues of marriage, 
divorce, affiliation, care of children, and other personal 
status matters (i.e. a compilation of most known and 
applied ‘rules’). This draft provides a guide to Ja’afari 
judges, but it is not binding and judges can revert to 
different interpretations of their choosing [68].

One senior religious leader who identifies himself as a 

Shi’a Muslim from Lebanon explained that:- 

‘according to the Ja’afari school of Islamic thought, 
religious puberty begins at 9 years old when girls are 
expected to wear a head scarf and pray. However, they 
are not expected to marry until they reach religious 
maturity which is not at a set age. Religious maturity is 
when a person can make decisions about what is best 
for them because of an understanding of the choice 
to be made, the consequences of the choice and an 
ability to voice their own mind. Religious maturity is 
different from legal majority which occurs when a 
minor turns 18 and they are then able to drive or open 
a bank account, for example.’

He then went on to explain that it was possible 
for a legal minor to have religious maturity which 
enables them to consent to a marriage under 18, but 
they would also need consent from their guardian/
caregiver (usually their father) because they are still 
a legal minor. Legal majority is codified in the law, 
whereas religious majority depends on the discretion 
of the religious authority. The concept of maturity was 
described by this participant as particularly important 
in Shi’a marriage jurisprudence and will be described 
further in following chapters.
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4. Engagement by faith-based actors
with marriage and child marriage

This chapter summarises the responses by the faith-
based actors we interviewed to questions about 
marriage, and their roles and responsibilities in 
relation to marriage, as well as their attitudes to child 
marriage and the dilemmas this raises.

What is marriage?
The participants interviewed describe three main 
features of marriage:
1)  Interpersonal relationships (i.e. the (sexual)
relationship between spouses, and also relationships
with their extended families)
2)  Running a household (i.e. cleaning/cooking/
financial management/social responsibilities/being
reputable)
3) Bringing up children (i.e. parenting and creating
families)
They also stated that each of these features of
marriage requires specific skills to enact well and are
framed in Islam by sets of roles and responsibilities;
duties and obligations.

Essentially marriage was described as the only 
legitimate way of fulfilling physical and sexual 
needs and creating families (parents with children), 
which is the basis of communities and society. One 
community-based religious leader we spoke to said 
that according to Islamic thought; ‘ if you can marry 
then you should marry’. Marriage is therefore family 
formation. Men and women marry to fulfil physical 
and sexual needs, so that these needs are not fulfilled 
outside of marriage. It was also suggested that 
‘marriage is a way to calm down wild boys’ and girls’ 
who are looking for physical and sexual attention’. 
Marriage should create healthy and moral families 
with good manners who respect their homeland and 
its resources. It is expected then that healthy/good/
respectable families will service the community and 
add value to the community (i.e. doctors/teachers/
engineers).

Marriage in Islam is a contract, a form of commitment 
or agreement, also described by one participant as 
a ‘strong and sturdy promise’. Several participants 

emphasised that Muslim marriages are not considered 
a sacrament or ‘religious’ in the same way as marriage 
in a church, and while there is a marriage prayer and 
text to be said by a religious leader, there is actually 
no essential ‘need’ for special rituals, and in theory 
a marriage (the agreeing of a marriage contract) 
could be overseen by respected and experienced 
(male) elders in the community. Marriage is therefore 
a contract between the bride and groom which they 
both have to enter into knowingly with consent, in the 
presence of witnesses (usually two male witnesses), 
with the consent of the guardians of the girl if she 
has not been married before.  While it is usual for the 
marriage contract to be written down and signed by 
all the parties present, in theory a verbal contract 
in the presence of witnesses is also sufficient. 
However, several participants said that this puts 
girls and women at risk because there is no record 
of the agreement which makes it very difficult for 
them to claim their rights during marriage and if they 
divorce. In both Jordan and Lebanon, marriages are 
only considered legally valid if the marriage contract 
is registered with the court under personal status 
law. However, participants stated that a marriage 
is usually considered as valid in the community if a 
marriage contract is overseen by a religious leader 
or respected elder and made between the couple 
and their families, even if it has not been officially 
registered in a religious court.  

In Lebanon there is an on-going public debate about 
instituting civil marriage in Lebanon with some 
advocating for the possibility of civil marriage, rather 
than religious [68, 70]. One participant said that it had 
been suggested that because of the nature of Islamic 
marriage being a contract, there could be a system 
of civil and religious marriages which run alongside 
each other. However, there are some key differences 
in the nature of civil and religious marriages which 
would need harmonising, such as:
- Conditions in which marriage occurs (for a religious
Islamic marriage a specific text needs to be said, with
some differences between confessions and contexts, 
i.e. if someone is representing the woman)



Exploring the capacity of faith-based actors in Jordan and Lebanon to prevent child marriage - February 202026 27

- Moral concepts in marriage, and obligations and
rights in marriage (i.e. maintenance is all man’s
responsibility in Islam, but both in civil; inheritance
for girls is half of boys, and wives receive 1/8 in Islam;
age of custody is different).

Therefore, it was suggested that a formula for 
harmonising the laws and the different obligations 
and rights would be needed if a dual system was to 
run alongside each other, particularly in relation to 
how a civil marriage would impact on other aspects 
of religious personal status law (such as inheritance, 
divorce, custody etc). 

Principles for a ‘successful’ marriage 
The participants discussed a wide range of principles 
for a ‘successful marriage’, with many saying that 
marriage should be based on equality, love and 
respect, with recognition of the different roles and 
responsibilities that men and women undertake. 
Equivalence or balance between marriage partners 
was seen as a critical foundation for a ‘good’ or 
‘successful’ marriage, and examples were given 
in relation to age gaps between partners, levels 
of education, and economic status (amongst other 
things) requiring equivalence. 

There was also recognition by many participants 
that marriage is not easy, and that there will be 
disagreements between the couple and their wider 
family such as how to bring up children or run a 
household, for example – and this is normal. It was 
felt that couples, therefore, needed to be ‘mature’, but 
also prepared for marriage, and that they needed to 
know and talk through the realities of marriage so that 
they are not surprised by the issues that may come up 
after they have been married for a few years. Good 
communication skills and a desire to understand the 
position of the other were seen as important for a 
successful marriage.

The way one chooses a marriage partner and 
who one chooses as a marriage partner was also 
considered to be key for a ‘successful’ marriage, 
and many participants referred to sayings from the 
prophet about how you choose a marriage partner, 
with importance being placed on someone’s ethics, 
manners, behaviours and religion/faith. It was 
explained that ‘ if someone proposes and you approve 
of these things, then you should accept because this 

provides the foundations for a good marriage rather 
than being concerned with how wealthy or important 
or educated a person is’. It was felt that parents had 
a significant responsibility in ensuring that their 
children married people who were religious, had 
‘good behaviours’ and treated other people well. 
All of the participants were wary of marriages that 
were entered into for purposes such as benefitting 
financially, passing on the responsibility of looking 
after girls or for gaining a specific nationality, as these 
were not seen as good motivations for marriage, 
increasing the likelihood that someone unsuitable 
will be accepted. They said that this often led to 
divorce or abusive relationships. One community-
based religious leader said that there is a proverb 
that says: ‘If you marry a monkey for his money you 
can easily spend the money but you will still be stuck 
with a monkey’. Several of the participants said that 
if they discover that motivations for marriage are for 
a specific gain or a ‘bad’ motive, then they try and 
counsel the couple and family to avoid the marriage, 
however, they also said it was not always possible to 
change their minds, even in these circumstances.

From the perspective of the faith-based actors 
interviewed, if a spouse is chosen because they 
are ‘good’, moral, religious and treat other people 
well, then the marriage is likely to be successful 
because these characteristics reduce the likelihood 
of conflict and problems – no matter the age of the 
couple. It was emphasised and repeatedly stated that 
if people were religiously faithful and followed the 
rules of Islam, then marriages would be successful. 
It was repeatedly stated that if people adhere to the 
roles and responsibilities that are set out in Islam for 
parents, children and married couples, then marriages 
will be strong, and as a consequence, families and 
the communities in which they are based will also be 
strong.

Being mature (physically, mentally and socially) 
enough to choose a partner and take on the roles 
and responsibilities of marriage was also felt to be 
incredibly important for a ‘successful’ marriage, 
which was why many of the participants said that 
child marriage can be harmful, because children are 
not prepared for marriage and the responsibilities 
it involves. Maturity also enables women to claim 
their rights in Islam, and is a marker for achieving 
more independence from their caregivers and 
guardians. Maturity was most often associated with 

being educated, and the importance of reaching a 
certain level of education before marriage was also 
highlighted. Education was seen as critical by most 
participants, because it also enables women to work 
and impacts on the way they bring up children and 
the way they can support the education of their own 
children in the future. Age is also an indication (but 
only an indication) of maturity, and maturity was also 
linked to the ability to consent. All of the participants 
said that couples must be mature enough to actively 
consent to marriage, and that forced marriage 
was unacceptable and forbidden in Islam. It was 
suggested that parents play the most important role 
in providing an environment in which children can 
mature through their upbringing, and a nurturing, 
caring, developmental and protective environment is 
needed to facilitate maturity. The role of parents in 
bringing up their children to become well-mannered, 
educated and able adults was discussed at length, as 
was the importance of couples being mature enough 
when they marry to be able to have children and bring 
them up ‘well’, in the ‘proper’ way.

Several participants spoke about the difficulty of 
having 18 years set as the age internationally at which 
a child becomes an adult (i.e. becomes mature), 
because respondents maintained that according to 
Islamic principles maturity occurs at different ages for 
different people, and it has changed over time. They 
described that having a set age across all communities 
and cultures and nations was not appropriate, and was 
the source of some conflict between Islamic practice 
and ‘western’ influenced international standards. 
Instead of marriage occurring from a set age at which 
children become adults, the faith-based actors said 
that according to Islamic teachings marriage can 
occur only once a girl is ‘mature’, and that it is in the 
best interest of a child to wait until then. One Shari’a 
Judge emphasised that once a girl becomes mature 
it is her right to marry (if she wants) and if the law 
was to prohibit this by setting a minimum age of 18, 
then this would be unacceptable. However, a number 
of participants did not appear to find the age of 18 
problematic and appeared to have internalised this 
age as being an appropriate indicator for maturity or 
adulthood, partly because this is when a girl is likely 
to have finished her education.    

The participants indicated there are differences 
across different schools of Islamic thought in how 
the concept of maturity is understood and how 

it is achieved and measured. Shi’a participants 
reiterated that when a girl reaches puberty and starts 
menstruating, she is expected to cover her head and 
start praying, but this does not mean she is mature 
enough to take on the responsibility of marriage. 
Instead maturity for marriage is not about reaching 
a certain age, it is a combination of physical maturity 
(where their body is able to safely bare children and 
they are able to engage in sexual activity), social 
maturity (able to take on the roles and responsibilities 
of marriage and parenthood, and communicate 
well with their spouse and extended families), and 
emotional or mental maturity (where they understand 
the nature of marriage, understand the difference 
between right and wrong and are emotionally 
resilient). Examples were given of some girls being 
mature enough to marry at 16 years old, while some 
may be 25 years old and still be ‘afraid to hold a baby’ 
or ‘be unable to cook an egg’. Emphasis was placed 
on the environment in which a girl is brought up and 
the expectations of her life, her level of education 
and how she is prepared for different responsibilities. 
Participants frequently said that girls from Jordan 
and Lebanon are now expected to complete their 
secondary education and go to university before 
they marry, and that they may now even wait until 
they have got their first job. However, this is different 
to the past when girls were not educated and were 
prepared for marriage and motherhood a lot earlier in 
the home. 

The religious court judges across Lebanon and 
Jordan said that each aspect of maturity needs to be 
assessed before marriage, ideally by their parents 
before they consider any proposals of marriage, but 
also by the religious court judge who formalises the 
marriage contract. Emphasis was placed on trusting 
parents to decide whether their daughter is mature 
enough to marry, and if they cannot be trusted to wait 
until their daughter is mature then the marriage will 
probably be harmful. Yet, there are times, when her 
maturity is contested, that Shari’a Court Judges have 
to assess a girl’s maturity, often because she is young 
in age. In Lebanon this is done by asking for a doctor’s 
assessment to confirm they have physical and mental 
capacity to marry, as well as meeting and conversing 
with a judge. Maturity is usually determined on a case 
by case basis by social behaviour, how a girl replies to 
questions and how she talks. In Jordan, assessment 
of maturity is done according to the new regulations 
described in section 3 above. Maturity is also a key 
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concept for custody disputes as a religiously mature 
child has the right to decide who they live with.

Harmful marriages and divorce
It was recognised by participants that marriages 
can be harmful, especially if they are forced or full 
of violence. Several participants said that there 
are examples from the prophet which indicates 
that women should not stay in relationships that 
are harmful to them or if they are unhappy, and that 
divorce is available in these cases as violence and 
abuse is not permitted in marriage.

Most of the participants were concerned about 
unregistered marriages or marriages without a 
contract as they usually result in women and children 
losing their rights 

Lack of equality can also be harmful and many 
participants mentioned large age gaps as being 
harmful because it was unlikely that they would both 
always be able to meet each other’s sexual, physical, 
emotional and social needs. 

Two community-based religious leaders (one from 
Jordan and one from Lebanon) said that there is a 
problem with how girls and women are valued in 
communities, partly because of a misunderstanding 
of religious practices (i.e. when a woman has her 
period she is not allowed to pray). This has led to 
women being seen as less valuable than men, and 
marriage not being taken seriously because it is 
considered easy to divorce and find a new wife. One 
community-based religious leader said, 

He said this to emphasise the error of treating 
women in this way. Both community-based religious 
leaders emphasised that instead Islam raises the 
value of women in society because ‘to fly we need 
two wings working in collaboration together’. Other 
faith-based actors also emphasised the equality 
of women and girls, and the importance of women 
knowing their rights under Islam. Equality is generally 
described as the need to value women and girls, and 

to treat them ‘well’, without violence. Women are 
described as different to men, with different roles 
and responsibilities, but this does not mean they are 
less valuable than men. Equality is not described as 
a ‘gender equality’ discourse rather is a term used 
to recognise value and to challenge misogynistic 
thinking.

Muslim marriage
Participants spoke about the distinct character 
of marriage and marriage formation in Islam. In 
both Jordan and Lebanon, Muslim marriages are 
constructed around a marriage contract which a 
mature couple must freely enter into with consent, 
usually also with the agreement of the woman’s 
guardian and with witnesses. The marriage must 
also be obviously beneficial to both parties otherwise 
it may lead to a harmful marriage. However, these 
marriages must be approved by an Islamic court 
and registered. Marriages that are not approved 
by a religious court in accordance with personal 
status law, and are not registered, are illegal in both 
countries. However, all of the participants spoke 
about marriages which occur in the community that 
have not gained approval from a religious court and 
are not registered. These marriages are difficult for 
faith-based actors to conceptualise because these 
marriages can be religiously valid (i.e. if a mature 
couple freely agrees to the marriage contract in the 
presence of witnesses), but also religiously invalid 
because marriage codified under religious laws and 
unregistered marriages cannot uphold the rights of 
both members, and they are illegal. However, it was 
recognised that these marriages are often considered 
as valid marriages in the community and they can 
be registered and formalised at a later date in court 
(these were widely called ‘fix it’ marriages by Shari’a 
court judges in Lebanon). 

A marriage contract must contain details of the dowry 
and the deferred dowry to be paid if they divorce, and 
any other gifts. It can also contain any conditions that 
the woman wants to put in place, such as the promise 
of an independent home, or the promise of a maid to 
support the domestic work in the house. In theory it 
is possible for a girl to put a condition in the contract 
which states that she will be allowed to continue 
with her education once she has married. One of the 
court clerks that we spoke with said that in 20 years 
of processing marriages, he cannot remember any girl 

under 18 putting conditions in the marriage contract, 
whereas women over 18 years will sometimes do 
this, and this is her right. Many of the participants 
reiterated that men and women have different 
responsibilities and rights in marriage, and that men 
must cover costs of marriage, daily maintenance and 
also provide a house – even if they are marrying a 
woman who is rich, she is not required to contribute 
and she has financial independence.

Perceptions of roles and responsibilities of faith-
based actors in relation to marriage  
While recommendations are often made to engage 
with faith-based actors to prevent child marriage [44], 
there are many different kinds of faith-based actors 
with different roles and responsibilities related to 
marriage in Jordan and Lebanon, as summarised by 
table 1:

More detail about the roles and responsibilities 
related to (child) marriage was given about the 
following faith-based actors: 

Community-based religious leader: Across both 
Jordan and Lebanon there are religious leaders 
based in communities, often attached to a local 
mosque. In Jordan these are largely referred to as 
Imams, and in Lebanon they are largely referred to as 
Sheikhs. Participants described a wide range of roles 
that are undertaken by Imams and Sheikhs. Some 
have limited responsibilities and will predominantly 
just lead prayers in the Mosque, others have fuller 
responsibilities such as giving a ‘speech’ during 
Friday prayers, giving messages about family life 
in the community (such as how couples should 
treat each other and how to bring up children), and 
supporting conflict resolution through meeting with 
couples and families to talk through any problems 
or conflict. In Lebanon some Sheikhs are authorised 
by the court to conduct marriages by constructing a 
marriage contract in the community. In Jordan, Imams 
are not able to construct a marriage contract in the 
community as this must be done at, and registered at, 
a religious court. 

Most of the community-based religious leaders said 
that although they are embedded into the community, 
and get asked their advice on many things, they are 
not usually involved in the decision-making processes 
undertaken in families with regard to marriage, such 

as when a marriage should occur and to whom. 
Several Sheikhs/Imams said that they may be asked 
by family members and close friends what he thinks 
of a proposed bride or groom, however, in general 
Sheikhs/Imams are approached to conduct marriages 
after an initial proposal has been accepted and after 
the family have already agreed what will be in the 
marriage contract (such as dowry and other gifts). 
It would then be their role to check that everything 
has been done and will be done in accordance with 
Islamic principles. Many of the community-based 
religious leaders said that they are frequently asked 
questions about marriage laws and about the legal/
religious process of marriage, although one leader 
suggested that people are more frequently turning to 
‘Sheikh Google’ (online religious guidance and advice) 
rather than community-based religious leaders, 
which can cause problems. 

Yet, all of the Imams/Sheikhs also said that, even if 
people did not ask their advice about marriage they 
are obliged to give advice whenever they can, and 
they will talk to people about an appropriate age to 
marriage if they feel that is important to say. They all 
spoke about the importance of giving speeches and 
awareness sessions about marriage and family issues, 
and teaching people how to succeed at marriage and 
what characteristics you need in marriage. Some of 
the community-based religious leaders said that they 
have given speeches and sessions specifically about 
child marriage, educating the community about the 
consequences of child marriage and the importance 
of education. This might involve bringing in other 
professionals such as doctors or psychologists to talk 
about the impact of child marriage. One Sheikh, who 
has worked with Tdh on child protection, said that 
his awareness sessions on child marriage included 
information on:
- The best interest of the child
- Divorce
- Encouraging a good ‘understanding’ between
    a wife and husband
- Age differences
- Physical weakness and immaturity
- The role of mothers and fathers

Most of the community-based religious leaders said 
that instead of being involved in the social (and even 
legal) process of marriage, they are more likely to be 
asked to mediate in cases of disagreement prior to a 
divorce taking place. Several of the community-based 
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religious leaders said that supporting conflict 
resolution and reconciliation was one of their main 
roles. One community-based religious leader said 
that he could not understand why some religious 
leaders actively support child marriage, because they 
see the consequences of this in their community and 
are frequently asked to support conflict resolution 
amongst young couples.  All of the community-based 
religious leaders were concerned about divorce, and 
believed that those who married young were more 
likely to get divorced because they are not prepared 
or ready for marriage.

For the Sunni Sheikhs who are authorised by the court 
to conduct marriages in the community in Lebanon, 
they all said that they use this opportunity to council 
girls under 18 coming for marriage, and their families, 
and talk through the consequences of child marriage, 
but spoke about the limitations of their influence. One 
Sheikh said that he felt that most couples and families 
had already made up their mind about a marriage 
before coming to them, and it is difficult to get them 
to change their mind. Additionally, if a Shari’a court 
judge in Lebanon has agreed that the marriage can 
take place then they have to conduct the marriage 
even if they are uncomfortable with minors marrying, 
because permission has been given by a judge. One 
community-based religious leader in Lebanon said 
that although he is not authorised to construct a 
marriage contract in Lebanon, he will do these with 
families, and they can then later be authorised by a 
judge and officially registered.

Reflecting on their role in preventing child marriage, 
several community-based religious leaders said 
that they can be very influential in a community and 
well respected, therefore, education from religious 
leaders about child marriage might be effective 
because of this. However, it was pointed out that 
there can be limits to their influence depending on the 
type of community they are part of (i.e. how religious 
they are, how homogenous they are, how political the 
context is). Across Lebanon, for example, there are 
communities who are considered as ‘less religious,’ 
who would be less likely to consider taking advice 
from a religious leader. A Jordanian Imam also said 
that his influence within the Syrian communities in his 
town was limited, even though he is very well known 
and respected amongst Jordanians. Additionally, all 
of the community-based religious leaders said that 
they were only able to give advice and educate, and 

they could not ‘force’ people to not marry under 18, 
nor could they advise this specifically, because it is 
not illegal to marry under 18 years in both countries. 
While child marriage was largely not considered as 
ideal amongst community-based religious leaders, 
as girls under 18 are unlikely to be mature enough for 
marriage and need to finish their education, despite 
this they all said that it is not ‘wrong’, nor is it a 
‘crime’ and it is permitted under Islam if conditions of 
consent and maturity are met. Therefore, community-
based religious leaders felt they had a role to guide, 
advise and educate but not to ‘tell’ people what to do 
or force people to take a particular action. Several 
of the community-based religious leaders said they 
give their advice, but it was up to the couple and their 
families whether they accepted their advice. They 
gave examples of when families had done so and also 
when they hadn’t. Overall it was felt that if a couple 
and/or their families were insisting that a marriage 
should go ahead, even if the girl was under 18 years of 
age, then it was better to do this officially so her rights 
would be protected rather than conduct a marriage 
unofficially in the community. They also largely felt 
that decisions about whether child marriage was right 
or wrong, harmful or beneficial should be done on a 
case by case basis.

The community-based religious leaders spoke 
about getting support from senior religious leaders 
such as a Mufti or the Ministry of Awqaf when they 
encounter difficult and complex cases, as the level 
of Islamic knowledge, experience and specialisation 
can vary enormously amongst community-based 
religious leaders. Although one of the Sheikhs, who is 
authorised to undertake marriages in the community 
in Lebanon, said that he has received very little 
training with regard to conducting marriage. Another 
Sheikh in Lebanon suggested that the religious courts 
should run marriage preparation sessions, so that all 
couples are aware of their rights and responsibilities 
in marriage as this was currently only done on an ad 
hoc basis.

Shari’a Court Judges: In Jordan, and for Sunni 
Muslims in Lebanon, all Muslim marriages under the 
legal age of marriage require the authorisation of a 
Shari’a Court Judge before the marriage contract 
can be authorised and registered. Therefore, in 
theory, all girls under the legal age of marriage will be 
‘assessed’ by a judge to ensure that they are ‘mature’, 
able to consent to marriage, and that it is in their 

Table 1: Roles and responsibilities of faith based actors

Faith-based actor Role in relation to marriage

Community based religious 
leaders

Local Sheikhs/Imams who may run a mosque and give Friday 
sermons give advice on marriage, awareness sessions about 
child marriage, marriage preparation, counselling pre or post 
marriage, and conflict resolution sessions with couples and 
families

In Lebanon some Sheikhs are authorised by the religious courts 
to oversee the development and signing of the marriage contract 
and undertake ‘the marriage’ (including saying verses from the 
Koran). However, they can only do this for girls under the legal 
age of marriage with the judge’s permission

Mufti Give rulings on religious matters like marriage (such as Fatwas) 
and may lead/support a group of Sheikhs in a particular region, 
giving direction on how to respond to dilemmas associated with 
child marriage

A mufti may lead a campaign or set of activities focused on 
marriage and family life

Religious Court Judge Make rulings based on Personal Status Law, agree marriage 
contracts, give permission for the marriage of any person under 
the legal age of marriage

Wa’ethoun or Wa’ethat Community members that have some level of religious training 
(but not at the level of a recognised Sheikh/Imam/Scholar/
Judge/Mufti) who deliver religious lessons in mosques after 
certain prayers, including on marriage

Islamic scholars Teach marriage family law in universities and issues related to 
age of marriage. They may also advise (or also be) Mufti and 
Sharia court judges

Islamic legislative committee Legislative committees for Personal Status Law who set 
minimum age of marriage and instructions which guides the 
exceptions to this

The court clerk Processes all of the documentation and ensures the marriage 
meets all requirements, and should ensure the judge meets 
those who are under the legal age of marriage
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best interest [55]. As described earlier, in Lebanon 
religious judges may request a letter from a specialist 
doctor to confirm that the girl is physically mature 
enough for marriage (i.e. has started her period, can 
have sex and bare children) and the judge will see the 
couple before agreeing to the marriage. The judge 
may see the girl on her own, or with a family member.  
For a judge to agree to the marriage they need to 
ensure physical, social, emotional, psychological 
maturity, financial capability and consent from the 
couple and parents. The judge will ask the girl what 
she understands of marriage, if she is being forced 
to marry by anyone or if there are any other issues 
that are forcing her to get married. The judge will also 
check the marriage contract is fair and appropriate. 
Shari’a court judges can also use the time that they 
have with girls, couples and families to advise them 
about marriage.

The religious judges interviewed emphasised the 
power of the judiciary, and the importance of the 
judicial system to ‘set things right’.  The religious 
judges spoke at length about the emphasis in Islam 
on women’s equality, on the need for maturity 
when entering marriage, and on the rights and 
responsibilities of persons within a marriage. They 
also suggested that if people in society were living in 
a way that was faithful to Islam, then chid marriage 
would not regularly occur because child marriage 
usually occurs when people are not living a faithful 
religious life and obeying Islamic teachings. Examples 
given were when parents force their children to marry, 
or when marriages are arranged for financial benefit, 
or when marriage is needed because a pregnancy 
has occurred outside of marriage. Therefore, while 
most of the religious judges described child marriage 
as potentially harmful and not desirable, they still 
believed that it is appropriate in some case (especially 
if it ‘solves’ a social problem or it is considered in 
a girl’s best interest). The religious judges largely 
describe the cases of marriage under 18 which they 
agree, as necessary to uphold a girls rights and to 
‘set things right’ because people do not live as they 
should under Islam. As an example, a religious judge 
in Lebanon said that they had a 14 year old girl and 
a 28 year old man apply for a marriage, but it was 
rejected because of the age gap and because she 
was very young. He said that if this couple married 
in the community and came for validation at a later 
stage, they would probably still refuse the marriage, 
but if she was pregnant they would not refuse it. 

Another religious judge said he had a case of a 13 year 
old girl where the dowry was very high. He noticed 
that something was not right about the match and 
referred her to a doctor who confirmed she had had 
sexual relations, and that they were actually already 
married. The judge became her guardian and agreed 
marriage to protect her.

All of the judges spoke about the pressure they are 
receiving in both Jordan and Lebanon in relation to 
their personal status laws on the minimum age of 
marriage. While the minimum age of marriage in 
Jordan is 18 years, it is possible to marry from 15 years 
in ‘exceptional circumstances’ that are determined 
by a Shari’a Court judge. In Jordan several studies 
have shown that since the Syrian refugees arrived 
in 2012 the number of marriage registered in the 
Shari’a Courts which include a person under 18 
has grown significantly [2, 14] with over 30% of all 
registered Syrian marriages including a girl under 18. 
This has resulted in significant criticism, nationally 
and internationally, that marriages under 18 are no 
longer occurring in only exceptional circumstances 
[1, 2]. In response to the growing concern about child 
marriage in Jordan, a National Committee on Child 
Marriage was established in March 2016 by the Family 
Protection Department (FPD), with coordination 
responsibilities being given to the National Council 
of Family Affairs (NCFA) [3]. The Supreme Judges 
Department is a member of this committee, and in 
August 2017 published revised regulations for Judges 
across Jordan for marrying persons under 18 years 
of age [66]. The aim of these revised regulations was 
to give specific guidance to judges across the courts 
in Jordan and to ensure some level of consistency in 
how judgements about marriage under 18 are made 
[66]. The regulations also brought in measures to 
ensure couples are better prepared for marriage.

In Lebanon, there has similarly been an increased 
focus on child marriage, partly because of high 
rates of child marriage amongst Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon [7, 12, 71]. However, this is also coupled 
with significant pressure from many civil society 
groups to increase the minimum age of marriage 
across the different religious confessions in Lebanon, 
and a pressure to move marriage law from religious 
personal status law to civil law [68, 70]. In recent 
years, several new marriage laws which increase the 
minimum age of marriage for all religious confessions 
to 18 have been submitted to parliament by different 

national bodies. One law, which has been submitted 
by a coalition of civil society organisations led by 
Lebanese Democratic Women’s Gathering (RDFL), is 
currently being reviewed by a legislative committee 
and has some support from parliamentarians [8, 72]. 
RDFL are lobbying for marriage laws to be under civil 
law, and for the minimum age of marriage to be 18 
years for all without any exceptions. All of the Shari’a 
judges interviewed, including those who explicitly 
said that they do not support child marriage, said 
that having a law which did not allow any person to 
marry under 18, even in exceptional circumstances, 
was unacceptable because the option of marriage is 
needed to ‘solve social problems’ or to fulfil the right 
that mature girls have to marry. 

Senior religious judges in the study said that they 
have undertaken steps to ensure more consistency 
across the countries in how decisions about whether 
to allow a marriage under the legal age is set (i.e. 
18 in Jordan). New regulations have been formally 
circulated across Jordan and, according to Sunni 
participants in Lebanon, guidance and circulars 
about the age of marriage have been distributed 
across Lebanon advising that marriages should not be 
agreed under the age of 15 years old, except in very 
rare cases even though legally this is permissible if 
authorised by a judge. It was felt by a senior judge 
in Lebanon that most judges abide by this guidance, 
and they would discuss with other judges if they felt it 
appropriate to agree to a marriage at a younger age. 
A senior Sunni judge in Lebanon also said that there 
has been discussion about changing the minimum 
age of marriage in personal status law from 9 years 
of age. Sunni Muslims have been using marriage 
laws developed by the Ottomans based on Hanifi 
judgements for over 80 years, however, the process 
of legal change is slow and requires the study of 
marriage jurisprudence from different schools of 
Islamic thought, the comparison of other marriage 
laws across the region and discussion with Islamic 
scholars and judges. A new law would be sent to the 
Supreme Islamic Judicial Council, which study and 
examine the law and send to the legislative committee 
to do any further work on the law as needed. A new 
law is then sent to the Dar al-Fatwa for authorisation, 
where, if agreed, it will be published as the new law. 
The Dar al-Fatwa has the authority to publish its own 
personal status law without needing approval from 
the Lebanese parliament. 

Wa’ethon and Weathat (male and female preachers): 
Wa’ethon and Waethat (male and female preachers) 
are trained to educate people and give awareness 
sessions in the mosque and in other venues within 
the community, such as schools and charitable 
associations in both Jordan and Lebanon. They 
particularly provide education for women and families 
about anything related to family affairs (i.e. conflict 
resolution, taking care of children/teenagers, how to 
deal with husbands), education, morals, ethics and 
manners, as well as other topics considered important 
such as the use of water or first aid. According to one 
of the participants from Jordan, there are about 700 
Waethat across Jordan, and they have these teams 
of preachers in each governorate. While all of the 
preachers receive the same training, the preachers in 
each governorate in Jordan decide a 3 months plan 
of awareness-raising based on the needs of their 
own governorate and the topics they feel are needed. 
These ‘preachers’ are organised at a local level in 
Lebanon. Awareness raising may be done in groups 
or at an individual level.

Mufti: In Jordan, Muftis are based in the Iftaa 
Department where they issue fatwas, give Islamic 
advice/rulings and issue religious edicts. It is 
therefore possible that a Mufti in the Iftaa department 
could be asked to issue a fatwa on child marriage or 
on a suitable age to marry. The Mufti we spoke to 
in Jordan said that he had recently given lectures 
on child marriage, educating community members 
on the consequences of child marriage with other 
professionals (a doctor and psychologist). However, 
he also said that they do not tell people if they 
should or should not get married or when, as it is a 
personal decision and these personal freedoms must 
be respected. Instead, he described talking about 
what marriage is and the function of marriage, to get 
people to think rather than tell them what to do. He 
said that they don’t say that there is a specific age 
to get married, but talk about what marriage is and 
the purpose/function of marriage. This underpins 
their fatwas and lectures and newspaper articles and 
speeches on TV and radio about marriage. In Jordan 
the Iftaa department have a leaflet called ‘The happy 
family’ and a magazine they publish, and a periodical 
which they use to promote marriage.

However, the Mufti we spoke with in Jordan said that 
they will get parents coming to the Iftaa department 
because someone has proposed to their 16 or 
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17-years old daughter, asking what they should do.
He said that their main advice is to encourage them to
wait until their daughter has finished her secondary
education at least, as getting an education is the
priority. They also suggest that it is possible to have
an extended engagement period by registering
the marriage contract earlier, but not actually
consummating the marriage until after the girl has
finished school, so priority is given to education. The
Mufti at the Iftaa department in Jordan are given a lot 
of training in counselling skills, such as listening and
communicating, so they are equipped interpersonally
as well as having a high level of expertise in Islamic
scholarship. The Mufti we spoke with reflected on
the fact that they actually see many more people who
have married and have problems in their marriage (and 
are seeking divorce), than they have people asking
questions about marriage before they marry.  Muftis
are being confronted with many complex cases from
both men and women, which means they very often
have to share the details of the case confidentially
with other Mufti to make a ruling. The Mufti we spoke
with felt that Muftis are very effective at responding
to complex family concerns, because they have a
high level of skill academically and interpersonally.
He also reflected that when people visit a Mufti in
Jordan they are not talking to a person, they talking
to an establishment, an entity, as the Mufti is not
being asked as a person but as a member of the Iftaa
department. This means they have to work together
as a team and often refer to researchers and other
Mufti in response to complex cases.

In relation to personal status law and marriage 
laws, the laws are sent to the Iftaa department and 
discussed amongst the scholars and comments are 
made, some of which result in adaptions to the law. 
It is also presented to the Iftaa council. However, it 
is the judiciary and Supreme Judges Department that 
make the final decisions about Personal Status law.

In Lebanon, a Mufti can also be in a position where 
they lead a group of Sheikhs in a particular area, as 
well as implementing religious laws and agreeing an 
Islamic perspective on issues or an Islamic response 
to issues. One Mufti in Lebanon said they are doing 
lots of work in the community to raise awareness 
about ‘good’ marriages, and he teaches the 13 sheikhs 
nominated by the court to carry out marriages to abide 
by the rules of the court. He spoke about developing a 
booklet with community input called ‘happy families’, 

in response to high levels of divorce in the community. 
The booklet will give guidelines for people getting 
married locally, on all aspects of family life before and 
after marriage such as a) engagement and marriage; 
b) child-bearing; c) how to deal with parents after
marriage. Such initiatives in Lebanon are often locally
based at the instigation of the Mufti or Judges in the
area, rather than national initiatives.

Relationships between different faith-based actors
In Jordan, there is a formal and well established 
connection between most religious leaders, especially 
those with an official role, as they are employed by 
or work with the Supreme Court of Judges, Ministry 
of Awqaf or Department of Ifta’a – each of whom 
share recommendations with others based on their 
experiences, and refer to each other as needed 
(i.e. Imams, for example, might refer cases to the 
counselling services provided by The Directorate for 
Women’s Affairs, or to the Department of Ifta’a). These 
departments study cases related to child marriage, 
and give different faith-based actors such as Imams 
or Wa’ethon-Waethat instructions and training in 
how to respond to cases and what teachings to give. 
They might also work together on joint projects such 
as the speeches, celebrations and activities put on to 
celebrate Mother’s Day, as happened on 21st March 
2018 lead by the Directorate for Women’s Affairs at 
the ministry of Awqaf. 

However, two Syrian Imams based in Emirati 
Jordanian Camp (EJC), a refugee camp run by the 
Emeriti Red Crescent, said that they were very 
restricted in what they could say about marriage, 
as all of the Friday speeches are centrally prepared 
by the Ministry of Awqaf and sent to the Imams in 
advance. In EJC, people (including Imams) are not 
allowed to make public speeches or give education 
sessions or awareness sessions. This can mean that 
speeches are not as relevant to local needs. 

Participants from Lebanon in Lebanon describe less 
of a connected system, with more autonomy and 
authority given to those in positions of authority in 
each court or community. Relationships between 
different faith-based actors are, therefore, usually 
based on who knows each other and who works well 
together, or through the organisation of a Mufti. 

Attitudes to child marriage
The attitudes expressed by many of the participants 
to child marriage were largely ambivalent (i.e. 
they describe cases and opinions which indicate 
both positive and negative attitudes towards child 
marriage). Most faith-based actors we spoke with 
said that marriage under 18 years was unlikely to be 
appropriate because girls are unlikely to be mature 
enough for marriage, certainly not before they have 
completed secondary education, and preferably 
university education. However, none of the faith-
based actors would rule out marriage under 18 
completely, even those who explicitly said they were 
‘against child marriage’. Two main reasons tended 
to be given, the first is that marriage needs to be a 
possibility for those who become pregnant outside 
of marriage, or have sex outside of marriage, or who 
can’t control their sexual appetite, no matter their 
age. The second is that it is possible for girls to be 
‘mature’ before 18 years of age and therefore they 
are able to consent to marriage under 18 years of age. 
Several senior judges said that Shari’a law does not 
give a set minimum age for marriage and encourages 
countries to set a minimum age of marriage based on 
the social norms and conditions [55]. 

Most of the participants we spoke with said that they 
don’t encourage marriage at a young age, and spend 
time with couples, families and communities stressing 
the need to prioritise education and employment. 
They spoke about telling people about the potential 
negative consequences of child marriage including 
divorce. Many spoke about the nature of social 
change across the Middle East in recent years, which 
means that marrying at a young age no longer makes 
sense, and that girls who leave school to marry are 
discriminated against because most of their peers 
will be finishing school. One participant said that 
he emphasises the need for parents to be educated 
before they marry and have children, so that that they 
can educate their own children and bring them up well. 
They all said that they emphases the importance and 
seriousness of marriage, and that it is not something 
to be entered into for ‘bad’ motives. So, because 
of this, age is an important condition of marriage 
because they need to be mature and educated (formal 
education as well as life experience) for when they 
have their own children. One religious judge said that 
a very small 12 year old girl had once come with her 
father to ask permission to marry. The judge rejected 
the case because the father was very poor and was 

seeking to marry his daughters to ease his financial 
condition.

However, there were a range of views aired from ‘we 
don’t tell people what age to marry,’ and ‘ it is people’s 
choice when to marry’, and ‘ it should be decided on 
a case by case basis’ to ‘I don’t like child marriage 
because it leads to divorce’, ‘we don’t encourage child 
marriage’ and ‘I strongly disagree and discourage child 
marriage’. Yet, none of the faith-based actors said 
that marriage under 18 was completely unacceptable, 
because it may serve a purpose and may be in a girl’s 
best interest. Different faith-based actors mentioned 
different ages from which marriage is acceptable. 
For example, one of the female participants, who 
described herself as ‘against child marriage’ said that 
under 16 is unacceptable, 16-18 is acceptable and 
18+ is ideal and the best. A senior judge in Lebanon 
said that under 14 years was unacceptable and over 
15 years was less problematic. Others refused to 
consider a specific age because they believed that 
maturity could occur any time after puberty, and they 
prefer to emphasize what marriage is, the function of 
marriage and what you need to be ready for marriage. 

One faith-based actor said that he was not for or 
against child marriage, but it should be recognised 
that there are rules and standards related to marriage 
which must be followed (such as a marriage contract 
being validated in court, and mature girls giving free 
consent). A few others reiterated the importance of 
‘mature’ girls, even if they are under 18, being able 
to enact their right to marriage. However, attitudes 
to marriage did not appear to directly correlate with 
responses to girls who they encounter seeking to 
marry, with most participants emphasising that what 
they think is best may change on a case by case basis 
when they have more information about the context 
and choices available. This is discussed further in 
following sections:

Dilemmas related to child marriage
Most of the faith-based actors, especially the 
Shari’a Court Judges, emphasised that it was the 
responsibility of families and the couples themselves 
to decide when it is the right time to marry and to 
decide who to marry. This occurs through social 
processes that might be slightly different across 
different communities, but largely occur without 
any reference to religious leaders. Therefore, by the 
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time couples meet religious leaders to construct a 
marriage contract (either Shari’a Court Judges or a 
community based religious leader who will do a small 
ceremony with them) it has largely already been 
decided when and who will be married. Families will 
also have negotiated the dowry in advance, although 
participants say this might be something a judge will 
comment on if a girl is young, to protect her. 

Several of the participants said that they are often 
accused of being anti-women or oppressive by 
international actors, the media or Western countries 
because they allow marriage under 18 years. However, 
they pointed out that many countries around the 
world, including many western countries, allow 
marriage under 18 (usually with some restriction 
in place). They also pointed out that although many 
Western countries have low rates of child marriage, 
they have much higher rates of teenagers with 
children, which also leads to school dropout and 
health problems. They indicated that this is as much 
a problem as child marriage, and that it is hypocritical 
of human rights agencies from Western countries 
to target Arab nations but ignore the same situation 
in Western countries, just because it is not in the 
context of marriage. They also said that because of 
how sexuality is controlled across Arab nations (i.e. 
sex should be within marriage), they need the option 
of marrying at a younger age to facilitate sexual 
relationships. One Judge from Jordan said that there 
had been a lot of media attention on foreign men 
marrying very young Syrian girls just to have sex 
with them and then divorce them, and this had led to 
criticism of their marriage laws, but he insisted that 
they are not supportive of this kind of practice, and 
that they don’t just give agreement for any marriage 
to take place. A senior religious judge in Lebanon also 
said that he had had a case of a 13 year old Syrian 
girl for marriage and he had said no because it is 
known that Syrian girls are exploited and sometimes 
it is just a temporary marriage - the courts cannot be 
complicit in this. Another religious judge also said that 
international pressure to reduce child marriage can 
also be misunderstood as wanting to curtail Muslim 
reproduction, due to global Islamophobia. He said that 
Europeans are being encouraged to increase their 
birth rate while Muslims are being encouraged to 
have less children. The issue then becomes political 
and harder to change social norms.

One of the main dilemmas raised in relation to child 

marriage was the need for exceptions which allow 
marriage under 18 years in special circumstances. 
While all participants argued that this is needed, 
there is great debate about what counts as a special 
or exceptional circumstance, how it is assessed and 
by whom (for example, should a 17 year old refugee 
girl be eligible for this when she is seeking permission 
to marry because her proposed groom will be able to 
give her American Citizenship). While there is some 
guidance for religious judges across Jordan and 
Lebanon, particularly through the recent guidance 
circulated in Jordan, the decision is down to each 
individual religious judge on a case by case basis. The 
participants questioned what would happen if there 
were no provisions in the law to allow for marriage 
under 18 in any circumstances, and drew attention 
to the challenges currently faced by Egypt which 
has made all marriage under 18 years old illegal. 
Several religious judges believed this was a mistake, 
and indicated there was evidence to show how 
problematic this was.  

In both Jordan and Lebanon, in theory, all marriages 
that include a person under the legal age of marriage 
need to be authorised by a religious judge. Therefore, 
in theory, all marriages under the legal age could 
be refused. Yet the religious judges we spoke with 
said that it is not as simple as refusing to authorise 
all marriage contracts under a certain age, because 
Shari’a law allows it in some circumstances and 
marriage formation is a social process led by the 
family. Several participants said that if all parties are 
saying that they want the marriage to go ahead, the 
judge needs to have a clear reason for refusing the 
marriage as it can cause a lot of problems in the family. 
All of the judges said that it is possible for girls under 
18 years to ‘want’ and ‘insist’ on marrying, and that 
they are not always pressurised by their families. This 
led to some reflection on the role of ‘law’ in society 
and how it should reflect social values and norms, and 
who should lead social change. One judge said that it 
is easy to blame the law for child marriage because it is 
legally possible to marry under 18, but that the courts 
do not actually ‘make’ marriages, they just document 
them. He insisted that the drivers of child marriage 
were not linked to the law, but were linked to poverty 
or poor access to education, and that social systems 
need strengthening rather than a change in the law. 
Egypt was frequently given as an example where 
child marriage is illegal but still happens frequently. 
This judge suggested that international agencies 

were focusing on the legal change because it seemed 
to be an easy ‘fix’, rather than actually working on the 
root causes of child marriage.  

One of the reasons that several religious judges in 
Lebanon, who do not support marriage at a young 
age, gave for validating marriages under 18 years is 
the high risk that this will result in an unregistered 
marriage. One religious judge said he remembers a 
man with two daughters (16 and 14) coming to ask for 
permission to marry them. He asked the 14-year-old if 
she wanted to be married and she said she was there 
because her father wanted her to marry (although 
she did not say she wanted the marriage). He spoke 
with the father to say that the girls were too young, 
and he would not give permission. The father was 
not convinced. However, because the father said he 
would get an unauthorised Sheikh to perform the 
marriage and then go to the court at a later stage 
(maybe once she is pregnant) and ask the judges to 
register the marriage (which they will have to do if 
she is pregnant), he felt pressured into authorising 
the marriage to protect the girls.

Lebanese judges all said that they had cases where 
they believed the girl was too young to marry, and 
they had tried to convince the father otherwise, but 
eventually they authorised the marriage because the 
father said he would go to an unregistered Sheikh to 
construct and validate the marriage contract. The 
judges said that this would leave the girl and any 
children she had even more vulnerable. The option 
of an unregistered marriage is always available 
in the community because socially and religiously 
a marriage only requires a contract, consent and 
witnesses. Additionally, most religious judges would 
register these marriages at a later date (referred to as 
‘fix’ it marriages in Lebanon), no matter how old the girl 
is, because once they are considered married in the 
community then it would be too damaging to refuse 
to authorise the marriage. In theory, an unauthorised 
community-based religious leader who authorises 
a marriage contract could go to prison in Lebanon. 
One religious judge from Lebanon said that he had 
once given the names of unauthorised Sheikhs who 
continued to conduct marriages to the authorities, 
but many people had criticised him for this because 
people did not consider it a serious crime and thought 
these Sheikhs were doing a ‘good’ thing.

A number of community-based religious leaders, 

and even religious judges, said that they may advise 
couples and parents that a marriage is occurring too 
young, and that a girl should finish her education first. 
Yet, if girls and/or their parents insist that the marriage 
should take place, then it usually does take place 
because they don’t always accept the advice given 
to them and they are the ones who really decide who 
and when to marry. One community-based religious 
leader said that he ‘does not like child marriage’ and 
if he has a case of a 15 year old girl and a 35 year old 
man then he won’t do the marriage. However, he said 
that some families/girls insist on the marriage and if all 
parties ‘want’ the marriage and accept the marriage 
and the couple ‘love’ each other and consent to the 
marriage, then he has to do the contract even if he 
does not like it in principle. He said that if poverty 
is the reason for the marriage then he can say no. 
He is sometimes asked for advice by parents, and 
sometimes they accept it and sometimes they won’t, 
and it is up to them to make the decision. He felt most 
parents have already decided before they come and 
they don’t listen his advice so in the end he has to do 
the marriage – maybe after a month of negotiation.  
He had a case where a drug dealing father wanted 
to marry his young daughter to another drug dealer, 
and so the community-based religious leader took the 
girl from the family to stop this from happening. Other 
times he has tried to find a suitable home for families 
so that they don’t marry their girls.

One religious judge spoke explicitly about the impact 
of religion on child marriage. He explained that over 
the years, societies have different traditions and 
marriage processes which change over time. These 
are transmitted over the years to other generations, 
and each generation should reassess the traditions 
and give independent thought to current social and 
economic contexts, and then should be able to adapt 
to them. Historically, when girls didn’t study or work, 
they would stay at home and learn to cook and be a 
wife – she was prepared to be a wife at an early age, 
so as soon as her body was mature she married – they 
didn’t take into account emotional or mental maturity, 
they only considered the body. However, things have 
changed with industrialisation and women are now 
educated and work, but in the Arab culture some 
of these traditions remain and haven’t changed 
with the social context. These traditions have been 
given a religious element, and so it is even harder to 
change as people are not always comfortable with 
the thought that religious traditions can change and 
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what was practiced at one point in history does not 
have to remain. This participant also explained that 
this has resulted in some religious men maintaining 
these traditions, often because they also gain from 
them. This has resulted in some religious men who 
disagree with change, and others that want traditions 
and religious ruling to evolve. However, this religious 
judge said that usually people like more conservative 
men, and don’t fully think through their strict beliefs. 
For example, he said that ‘people will tell the story that 
the prophet Mohammad married Aisha when she was 
only 9 years old, so it is fine to marry young. However, 
if you look at the text you will see that it is impossible 
that she was 9, as the events in the text show that 
she was 20. However, even if you wanted to imitate 
the prophet, you can’t do this because it is a very 
different social context and even in the Shari’a there 
is a doctrinal principle that rules change with time and 
place’. He reflected that even for him it is hard to talk 
about these things with very ‘strict’ religious men, 
as they do not listen and the conversations are not 
fruitful. 

Child marriage amongst Syrians and the impact of 
displacement
The faith-based actors we spoke to in both Jordan 
and Lebanon, suggested that child marriage had 
only become an issue of attention in their countries 
because of the high rates of child marriage found 
amongst Syrian refugee communities. They suggested 
that this was largely due to the traditions they had in 
Syria, different marriage laws, and also because of 
the situation that Syrians now find themselves in (i.e. 
poverty, overcrowding, poor educational access, 
insecurity and uncertainty). They indicated that the 
combination of these drivers makes it a complicated 
issue, resulting in some very complex cases and very 
difficult situations. For example, one community based 
religious leader authorised to conduct marriages in 
Lebanon said that a Syrian girl, under 18 years, came 
to his wife, telling her that her mother had died and 
her father was away, and her aunt had married her to 
a man but he beat her. However, she has disappeared 
since then. The community based religious leader and 
his wife think she has left Lebanon, but they are very 
concerned about her because she is very vulnerable. 
He reflected on the very difficult cases that he now 
has from the Syrians, such as those with no money, 
a husband has left/died, those living in a small house, 
couples having to live with in laws/parents in difficult 

circumstances.

In Jordan, two of the largest Syrian refugee camps 
have their own religious courts within the camps 
(Zaatari Camp and Azraq Camp). One of the religious 
judges in Jordan described the process of marriage 
in the refugee camps, if a child wants to get married:
1)  They have to meet with UNHCR who do
counselling, and awareness raising and a Best
Interest Assessment (BIA)
2) (if they still insist to marry) then they go to a legal
assistance NGO to talk about legal rights
3) (if they still insist to marry) they meet with the
reconciliation and rehabilitation committee, a
religious body to discuss roles and responsibilities of
marriage
4) (if they still insist to marry) they meet with the
judge

However, there is no support for girls getting 
married under 18 in Emeriti Jordanian Camp (EJC). 
A community-based religious leader spoke about a 
couple of cases in EJC of child marriage. The wife 
was 15 and 3 days, and the husband was 17 years of 
age. They were married for only 26 days before they 
got a divorce. The community-based religious leader 
describes walking in the camp and hearing shouting 
and arguing. The couple were arguing about the TV 
remote, one wanted to watch NBC and one wanted to 
watch a Bollywood movie, and they were arguing and 
screaming and saying they wanted to divorce. The 
husband got so upset he broke the TV and the remote. 
The couple were brought together a few times to try 
and resolve their differences, but they continued to 
argue and remained divorced – and now they are 
both married to other people. The community-based 
religious leader said that families in EJC might pursue 
marriage because a new couple get allocated a new 
caravan, which helps release pressure in their own 
caravan, but often this means that young people are 
not prepared. 

A different girl in EJC was married and then divorced 
before she turned 18 years of age when she was 8 
months pregnant. When she went to the hospital 
to give birth her mother persuaded her to leave the 
baby at the hospital. The family of the father of the 
child found out and went to the hospital and collected 
the baby. They said they would care for the baby 
and bring it up. They asked the girl to breastfeed 
the baby for a few days while they arranged to get 

milk, but the mother of the girl would not let her do 
this because she was concerned the girl would get 
attached to the baby. So now the family of the father 
of the baby are trying to press charges against the 
girl for abandoning the baby, so they can ensure she 
will never get custody in the future. They keep on 
asking the community based religious leader to get 
involved in the case, but he finds it too heart breaking, 
and no one has ever heard from the girl (the mother of 
the baby) because the only voices they hear are the 
mothers of the children who divorced.

In 2018, several group weddings were held at 
EJC, which involved holding a big public wedding 
celebration for all the couples who had recently 
registered their marriage at the religious court. They 
were given money for the dress and make up, and 
then catering was provided and everyone in the camp 
was invited. The community based religious leaders 
said that many of the girls involved in these group 
weddings were under 18 years of age, and many of 
these couples were now divorced. Group weddings 
are now no longer organised as the level of divorce 
is widely known and became a big concern in the 
community.

Several participants said that child marriage may be 
more appealing in the refugee camps because they 
are closed communities, the living conditions are 
poor, there are few prospects for the future and life is 
uncertain with no room for ambition for young people.  
Child marriage in the contexts of refugee camps was 
seen by participants as the only option/answer/path 
for girls. 

Several participants suggested that child marriage 
amongst Syrian refugees may be more acceptable 
under Islam because they socially and culturally 
prepare their girls to marry earlier, and they are 
currently living in conditions which may mean that 
marriage under 18 years old is in their best interest. 
One religious judge reflected on whether it was 
appropriate to make Syrians follow a national law 
which was not set up for them or their social and cultural 
environment. He said that the international community 
should take this into account when criticising the 
marriage laws and use of special circumstances 
provisions. Several religious judges said that they 
were never put in the position of marrying young girls 
at the age of 13 or 14 years old before the Syrians 
arrived, and that for Jordanians and Lebanese, the 

problem was actually later marriages (i.e. marrying in 
late 20’s or early 30’s) not earlier marriages. However, 
there is also a concern in the community that child 
marriage amongst Syrians is starting to affect the 
Jordanian and Lebanese, because men now look for 
brides in the Syrian communities because of lower 
dowries and easier divorces. Unregistered marriages 
were also considered more of a problem in Syrian 
communities.

Most participants said that despite many Syrians 
having lived in Jordan or Lebanon for a number of 
years, and knowledge about the national marriage 
laws and traditions is now common, child marriage 
still occurs amongst Syrians because they continue 
to live in poverty and uncertainty.  There remains 
a lot of fear and indecision about what is best to 
do, especially in decisions related to marriage. 
Additionally, it is felt that in Syria, people tended to 
marry people from the same village so everyone knew 
one another. Living as a refugee, it is completely 
different because now they are in a place with lots of 
people from a lot of different places and contexts and 
customs and cultures, and they don’t know each other 
very well – this makes marriage more risky. In Syria, 
people used to marry informally with a Sheikh who 
would do the marriage contract and read a religious 
text at home. The marriage would be consummated, 
and they would register the marriage later (usually 
after children were born). But in Jordan and Lebanon 
all marriages have to be registered in advance of 
the marriage being consummated. Some Syrians 
continue to say that they will register their marriages 
when they return home, rather than seek registration 
in Jordan or Lebanon. A Shi’a Sheikh from Lebanon 
said that he has lots of experience of working with 
Syrians and child marriage. He will conduct marriage 
for Syrians depending on the case and what he sees. 
He will reject marriage if she comes without parents 
as it must meet Islamic contractual conditions and 
needs both sets of caregivers and their consent. He 
also said that he will reject a marriage if he doesn’t 
think it will succeed (i.e. looks at the financial ability 
of the man). However, he said that he will facilitate 
marriages with ‘young’ girls if they are mature and it 
is in her interest.
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5. Discussion 5. Discussion
This discussion section will be structured around 
answering the following research questions:
1)  How is child marriage conceptualised by faith-
based actors in Jordan and Lebanon?
2) What are the roles and responsibilities of different
faith-based actors in response to child marriage?
3) How do faith-based actors and religious processes 
influence practices of child marriage?
4)  How can we integrate Islamic knowledge,
teachings and processes into intervention strategies
to prevent child marriage?

How is child marriage conceptualised by faith-
based actors in Jordan and Lebanon?

Child marriage is a marriage (which occurs at an ‘early’ 
age)
At the beginning of each conversation with the faith-
based actors, child marriage was defined as marriage 
under the age of 18 years. However, most participants 
did not use the term child marriage and it was largely 
spoken about as a ‘marriage’ that occurred at an ‘early’ 
age rather than as a violation of human rights, a form 
of violence against children or a harmful traditional 
practice. Child marriage is largely conceptualised by 
participants within a broader theology of marriage, 
and is conceptualised at a transition to adulthood 
for girls who are mature. There is an assumption 
then that a married girl cannot be considered a child 
because the act of marriage indicates she is mature 
and is now able to be considered a woman (as she is a 
wife and probably a mother also). 

Only two comments were made about Syrians girls 
being married to foreign men for large sums of money 
for a short period of time (for sex) before being 
divorced, often known as temporary or short term 
marriages [2]. These marriages were not considered 
as actual marriages by the participants who mentioned 
them, but as a form of exploitation. However, all other 
marriages, even those that the faith-based actors did 
not think were likely to result in ‘healthy’ or ‘good’ 
marriages were still considered as ‘marriages’ - a 
contract and sexual union between a man and a 
woman for the creation of family, which is essentially 
valuable. Marriage was described by the participants 

as an important, essential, foundational institution of 
Muslim societies. While all of the participants were 
aware of the controversy, resistance and negative 
outcomes associated with child marriage, and many 
said that they did not ‘encourage’ child marriage, 
once the contract has been made it is considered a 
marriage none the less. 

Some discussions with participants indicate that 
conceptualisation and description of all child 
marriages as a violation of human rights or a 
form of violence against children is likely to be 
considered as offensive and confrontational by 
faith-based actors, especially in contexts where 
child marriage is legally permissible, or amongst 
those holding more conservative views. Challenges 
to child marriage may also be seen as an attack on 
all (Muslim) marriages, because child marriages are 
given the same value as all other marriages. The 
participants spoke at length and confidently about 
a theology of marriage, suggesting that they believe 
it is ‘under their jurisdiction’ to a certain extent, 
and many examples were given regarding marriage 
jurisprudence, such as a direct teaching that Muslims 
should marry if they can. While the literature on 
faith-based actors and development or humanitarian 
responses implicitly suggests that humanitarians are 
the experts who bring on board faith-based actors 
for lots of reasons in responding to human need in 
contexts of development or emergencies, in relation 
to (child) marriage, faith-based actors may consider 
themselves as the legitimate experts who have more 
authority to intervene than ‘outside’ actors. All of the 
participants spoke about their role in responding to 
child marriage, and the specific actions they take, 
often referring to this as their duty, and being obliged 
to give advice even if it is not asked for. Faith-based 
actors describe marriage as an institution which 
serves society, but also as a personal/private 
institution that is primarily under the jurisdiction 
of the family of the proposed bride and groom, who 
should be trusted to make the ‘right’ decision. Some 
participants even indicated that even if families 
make the ‘wrong’ decision (i.e. they seek marriage 
for a girl under 18 that is not beneficial to her), it is 
their decision to make. The strength of the claims of 
ownership over who can legitimately intervene in the 
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space of marriage should not be underestimated by 
those seeking to prevent child marriage, especially as 
these claims often serve to keep in place traditional 
patriarchal power relationships [5]. 

The interviews clearly show that marriage laws, 
and associated legal processes, have also not been 
developed with ‘child protection’ concerns in mind, 
resulting in a wide range of practices from faith-based 
actors when encountering girls under 18 who are 
seeking/wanting/agreeing/being encouraged/being 
forced to marry [1, 2]. The increasing legal and social 
construction of those under 18 years old as children 
is also increasing contradictions with marriage being 
legally permissible under 18 years old (i.e. as rape laws 
change, and sexual abuse laws change, and definition 
of legal majority occurring at 18 years) [3]. Yet, all of 
the faith-based actors interviewed said that because 
of their culture, at times, (child) marriage is currently 
necessary, even if it shouldn’t be encouraged or be a 
common phenomenon. 

When talking about marriage, age did not often come 
up as a key concern for many of the participants, 
rather concepts like maturity and consent, and even 
childhood and adulthood, were discussed with little 
reference to age. While these concepts were related 
to age, they were not defined by a specific age, and 
more attention was given to the role of education 
in enabling readiness to marriage rather than being 
a specific age. Several participants said that it was 
even possible for a 25 year old not to be ‘ready’ for 
marriage, with a lot of resistance from some to the 
age of 18 being a marker for maturity or adulthood. 
However, a few participants appeared to find the age 
of 18 as a helpful indicator of maturity and adulthood, 
particularly because this is linked with the age at 
which a person has finished their education. It cannot 
be assumed, however, that even though legal maturity 
may be 18 years of age, and a nation has adopted the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child 
(UNCRC), that influential community members such 
as faith-based actors will be supportive of this as 
the bottom line marker for adulthood and maturity. 
Only a few participants recognised that concepts 
of childhood, adulthood and maturity have changed 
over recent years, and will continue to change across 
communities in coming years, particularly in an era 
of increasing industrialisation, modernisation and 
globalisation. None of the participants problematised 
the identification of markers of maturity, or whose 

responsibility it is to identify them prior to marriage. 
Sociological, psychological, religiously and culturally 
informed discussions about the concept of ‘maturity’ 
offer a platform for engagement with faith-based 
actors not only theologically or theoretically, but also 
in relation to how this manifests in the lives of girls in 
Jordan and Lebanon. 

What are the roles and responsibilities of different 
faith-based actors in response to child marriage?

Heterogeneity across faith-based actors
It is recognised that there are very different types 
of faith-based actors such as religious leaders, 
those who work in religious institutions who are not 
religious leaders, third sector religiously influenced 
organisations (i.e. Islamic charities), and community 
members or whole communities who are considered 
to be particularly ‘religious’. Even within the category 
of religious leaders, there are many types of leaders 
with different roles, responsibilities and influence in 
relation to (child) marriage (see figure 2). 

Some faith-based actors have close relationships 
with each other, such as Muftis and the group of 
Sheikhs they oversee, or Shari’a Judges and Sheikhs 
authorised to construct marriage contracts in 
Lebanon. However, different faith-based actors can 
often inhabit very different spheres and in Lebanon 
particularly, they are less likely to project a ‘unified’ 
voice on issues of marriage, especially age at 
marriage. They are also less likely to have any form 
of accountability to others for their responses to child 
marriage. In Jordan, faith-based actors are more 
centrally organised and have less individual autonomy 
and a more evolved systems of accountability (i.e. 
Imams are given weekly topics from the Ministry 
of Awqaf which they have to preach on during their 
Friday Sermon). 

There is also a hierarchy amongst faith-based actors, 
which impacts on what different actors can do (.i.e. 
for Sunni Sheikhs in Lebanon, who are authorised to 
develop and validate marriage contracts between 
couples in the community, they have to get permission 
from the Judge to do these for those under 17 years, 
and it is the religious judge who decides whether the 
contract can be written, not the Sheikh). In Jordan, 
it is only court judges who can validate a marriage 
contract. Similarly marriage teaching in a particular 
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region may be shaped significantly by a Mufti who 
oversees the region. A court clerk’s role is to uphold 
all of the processes related to marriage and marriage 
registration, and must follow these rules.

Based on discussions with different faith-based 
actors, Islamic jurisprudence on marriage appears 
to allow for a wide range of attitudes towards child 
marriage, and different participants held different 
‘red lines’ that they said should not be crossed when 
assessing whether to allow a marriage contract to be 
constructed for a couple when one is younger than 18 
years of age, such as:
-  If they are not happy with the girls consent to
marriage (i.e. they question her maturity or whether
she is being pressurised) they will refuse the marriage
- If the girl is under 15 they will refuse the marriage
- If the girls is under 13 they will refuse the marriage
- If the age gap is too big they will refuse the marriage
- If the dowry is too low they will refuse the marriage
- If they don’t have consent from her father they will
refuse the marriage
- If the girl has a small body and still ‘looks’ like a
child they will refuse the marriage

However, all faith-based actors agreed that a 
marriage must go ahead, no matter the age of the girl, 
if she has had sex or is pregnant outside of marriage. 
All faith-based actors also agreed that if the girl 
was ‘mature’ and consenting, and the marriage was 
sought actively and positively by all parties, then 
it would also be permissible to go ahead under 18 
years of age. Other considerations or reasons for 
child marriage such as extreme poverty, ensuring 
nationality, creating stronger family ties or preventing 
inactivity at home were assessed differently by the 
different faith-based actors interviewed. 

For organisations seeking to ‘work with’ faith-based 
actors to prevent child marriage, they must know 
the faith-based actor(s) well before getting them 
involved in programmes to prevent child marriage. It 
is essential they know their roles and responsibilities 
in response to marriage, their standings and red lines 
on different situations (i.e. a ‘forced’ marriage, a 17 
year old seeking marriage, an unmarried pregnant girl, 
a pregnant girl with an unregistered marriage, a girl 
from a very poor family etc) as this research indicates 
that many believe that judgements about marriage 
should be made on a case by case basis. This always 
allows the possibility for those who may appear to 

encourage child marriage to actually discourage it in 
some circumstances, and those who seek to prevent 
child marriage to actually allow or encourage it. It 
also cannot be assumed that faith-based actors 
who seek to prevent child marriage, seek to prevent 
it for the same reasons as other groups, institutions 
or organisations do. For example, despite the limited 
evidence to support this assumption [14, 40], many 
faith-based actors said that child marriage should be 
prevented because it often leads to divorce or they 
are at higher risk of interference from in-laws, rather 
than because it is a violation of their human rights. 
This raises challenges for faith-based actors who may 
consider themselves as ‘progressive,’ and would like 
to see child marriage eradicated and marriage laws 
changed, but they still often hold positions that are not 
‘progressive’ enough for civil and human rights actors 
(such as still agreeing that girls who are pregnant 
outside of marriage have to marry, even if they are 
under 18 years of age). It is, therefore, important to 
move beyond simplistic binaries of ‘good’ faith-based 
actors and ‘bad’ faith-based actors, which are likely 
to be very difficult to categorise when confronted 
with complex and messy social situations [76].

How do faith-based actors and religious processes 
influence practices of child marriage?

Influence of faith-based actors on preventing child 
marriage
Religious legislation, teachings and leadership are 
deeply-rooted in the fabric of society in both Jordan 
and Lebanon [63]. As described above, different 
faith-based actors have different influences on the 
process of marriage. Community based religious 
leaders may give Friday sermons about marriage, 
advice to community members on marriage, give 
awareness sessions about child marriage, give some 
marriage preparation support and counselling pre or 
post marriage, and conflict resolution sessions with 
couples and families. In Lebanon, some Sheikhs are 
authorised by the religious courts to oversee the 
development and signing of the marriage contract and 
undertake ‘the marriage’ (including staying verses 
from the Koran). However, they can only do this for 
girls under the legal age of marriage with the judge’s 
permission. Mufti give rulings on religious matters 
like marriage (such as Fatwas) and may lead/support 
a group of Sheikhs in a particular region, giving 
direction on how to respond to dilemmas associated 

with child marriage. A mufti may lead a campaign 
or set of activities focused on marriage and family 
life. Religious Court Judges make rulings based on 
Personal Status Law, agree marriage contracts, and 
give permission for the marriage of any person under 
the legal age of marriage. Community members that 
have some level of religious training (but not at the 
level of a recognised Sheikh/Imam/Scholar/Judge/
Mufti) may join a team of ‘preachers’ who deliver 
religious lessons in mosques after certain prayers, 
including on marriage. Islamic scholars t e a c h 
on marriage family law in universities and issues 
related to age of marriage, and the Islamic legislative 
committee reviews Personal Status Law which 
sets minimum age of marriage and the exceptions 
to this. Finally, the court clerk processes all of the 
documentation and ensures the marriage meets all 
requirements. They should ensure the judge meets all 
those who are under the legal age of marriage.

Therefore, there are two main types of influence on 
child marriage: 
1)  Influence on social norms and values, and
marriage traditions, including what is considered an
acceptable marriage, a successful marriage, a good
marriage, an ideal marriage and a desirable marriage.
This influence is usually enacted at a macro social
level through a range of structural mechanisms that
guide girls and their families in what is acceptable
and unacceptable, communicating clear gender and
sex orders across society.
2) Socio-legal processes associated with marriage
through Personal Status Law or through community
based marriage processes. This influence is usually
enacted at a micro individual level in response to a
specific marriage proposal in a specific time and
context, and shapes the marriage contract and
arrangements.

Although these influences are not mutually exclusive, 
they are usually enacted through different processes, 
different activities and often through different faith-
based actors – especially in Jordan. It is, therefore, 
possible that people are exposed to different 
influences at different times by different faith-based 
actors. From the interviews with participants, it 
is also difficult to ascertain the strength of these 
influences for different groups of people in Jordan and 
Lebanon, particularly Syrian refugees. In Lebanon, 
in particular, it appears that the legal processes of 
marriage hold less sway over Syrian refugees, who 

regularly procure a Syrian Sheikh to construct a 
marriage contract even though they are not officially 
registered to do this. 

The faith-based actors interviewed frequently 
said that they tended to (and preferred to) use their 
influence on a case by case basis, in response to 
the complexity of individual circumstances, rather 
than make blanket declarations about child marriage. 
The religious judges spoke a lot about using their 
‘experience’ (as legitimate and knowledgeable actors 
for responding to child marriage) on a case by case 
basis to determine whether a girl is physically, socially 
and emotionally ready/capable for marriage, and 
whether the proposed spouse and marriage contract 
are also in her interest (i.e. her proposed husband 
is not too old and can financially support her, and 
the dowry is not low). While some religious judges 
will have received guidance in how to determine 
maturity, ensure consent and identify the girls ‘best 
interest’, this process was described as being down 
to the discretion and expertise of the religious judge, 
which is what they were trained for. Questioning this 
process is equivalent to questioning their expertise 
and legitimacy and requires sensitive, long term and 
sustained engagement based on an understanding of 
the implications of religious power and hierarchy. 

Limits of influence of faith-based actors on preventing 
child marriage
While faith-based actors clearly influence norms 
and values associated with marriage and child 
marriage, as well as lead the legal marriage system, 
the participants describe a number of limitations to 
their influence. Across the qualitative interviews and 
focus groups completed in Jordan and Lebanon as 
part of this research (which are reported elsewhere), 
some participants did refer to religious teachings on 
marriage when giving reasons for their opinions and 
decisions. However, no one reported talking to a faith-
based actor about whether or not to accept a proposal 
for their daughter [73, 74]. Some of the faith-based 
actors interviewed said that they are occasionally 
approached by families in the community for their 
advice about marriage, however it is families that 
make the final decision about whether a marriage will 
go ahead, when and to whom. Therefore, many faith-
based actors suggested that if there is consensus 
regarding a marriage, even if the girl is under 18 years 
of age, then it is unlikely to receive attention from a 
religious judge. This would only happen when there 
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is some kind of conflict or difference of opinion that 
would result in a controversial case needing a judge’s 
expertise and skills to resolve conflict. Participants 
suggested that an official constructing the marriage 
contract or registering the marriage will only refuse 
to do so if there is a clear violation of personal status 
law, such as the girl not giving her consent or being 
mature enough to give her consent.

Different types of religious leaders also have 
different relationships with ‘communities’ of people, 
and different standings in different communities, 
especially across Lebanon. For example, more 
‘religious’ communities may know and highly respect 
the religious leaders they regularly encounter, and be 
more open to their ‘messages’ and ‘teachings’ about 
marriage to inform their social values. However, 
there are also groups in Lebanon (and to a lesser 
extent in Jordan) that do not have a strong religious 
identity and may only connect with religious leaders 
in matters of Personal Status Law because there 
is no civil alternative, or during key festivals such 
as Ramadan, but not at other times. There are also 
communities who actively want marriage to be under 
civil law rather than religious law, and those who 
would actively reject any influence from religious 
leaders/figures in the area of marriage. Yet, in Jordan, 
the faith-based actors describe most Jordanians as 
very religious, or at least respecting of religion and 
less civil resistance to religious marriage despite 
continuing campaigning to revoke the exceptions 
allowing marriage under 18 [9-11].

One participant who would described himself 
as ‘progressive’ said, that although he has tried 
in the past to talk with his more ‘conservative’ 
colleagues about marriage and age of marriage, he 
now avoids talking about these issues  because he 
does not believe he will ever change their minds. 
He said that he will talk more openly with other 
likeminded colleagues about his opinions related 
to child marriage, but not publicly. He also felt that 
‘conservative views’ were in general more influential 
and appealing to ‘religious’ communities, rather than 
more ‘progressive views’ and this included teachings/
understandings/norms related to marriage, and age 
of marriage. This participant instead gave lots of 
examples of working to prevent child marriage within 
his own sphere of influence and authority, such as 
conversing with families, giving advice and counsel 
to families, through speeches and lectures, through 

awareness sessions in his area of authority – rather 
than very public or national initiatives. Several other 
participants gave similar examples, particularly in 
Lebanon where individual faith-based actors have 
more autonomy and authority within their own space 
of practice. In Jordan, religious activities are more 
likely to be controlled or heavily guided by religious 
institutions (i.e. centralised control of Friday sermons, 
and institutionalised nature of giving Fatwas). 

It is possible then that different communities, and 
different groups within communities, could receive 
mixed messages about child marriage from different 
faith-based actors, with some advocating for the 
prevention of child marriage, some advocating for 
child marriage only in exceptions, some advocating 
for the right of mature persons to marry when they 
choose, and some who actively encourage marriage at 
a young age. It is likely then that one off or standalone 
messages or ‘awareness’ sessions from faith-based 
actors have limited influence, rather it is the sustained 
activities which contribute to social norms or a social 
phenomenon or social movements that have more 
influence. However, this is very difficult for individual 
faith-based actors to quantify, measure and trace. 
Many of the faith-based actors said that they will talk 
with families or girls on a case by case basis about 
the disadvantages of marrying young when they 
come and see them, but this is not always influential 
because families usually come with preconceived 
ideas, norms and desires about the marriage which 
are not easy to change. It is also possible for families 
to find any position they hold about child marriage, 
or decision that they have made, which can then be 
supported by religious teachings or theology, or an 
interpretation of them. 

While religious judges have, in theory, the ‘ultimate 
power’ to facilitate or refuse legally marriages, 
especially those under the legal age, they also 
spoke about having limited influence for a number of 
reasons. Most judges gave examples of where fathers 
had brought young girls (from 12 years old) to be 
married, and when the judges refused the marriage, 
the fathers went and arranged the marriage through 
an unregistered Sheikh or Imam. At a later stage they 
then return to court to validate the marriage officially 
– which the judges called a ‘fix it marriage’ (often paid
by UNHCR or an INGO). This can be complicated, and
at this stage they will probably not refuse a marriage
based on age because it is likely the couple has

consummated the marriage. If the couple has had 
sex then the marriage will most likely be registered 
even if the girl is young, in case she is pregnant. Many 
religious judges said that because of this, while they 
try and persuade girls and their families not to marry 
at a young age, if it looks like the girl and her family 
will not change their mind, and they insist that the 
marriage goes ahead, they will actually allow the 
marriage to protect the girl. One religious judge said 
that he is ‘forced’ to allow child marriage because 
of community behaviour, and that it is culture and 
tradition, rather than religious laws and teachings, 
which encourage child marriage.  

Religious influenced norms and values are only one 
of many drivers of child marriage, and it is unlikely to 
be the only driver in action. Several religious judges 
suggested that it is others drivers of child marriage 
such as poverty, lack of education, overcrowding, the 
uncertainty of being a refugee, and ensuring honour 
and protection, that are more influential drivers of 
child marriage than even the law or social norms and 
values. Most of the faith-based actors clearly felt it 
was unacceptable and inappropriate to take on the 
‘entire’ responsibility for preventing child marriage 
by changing Personal Status Law to evoke the ability 
for religious judges to allow marriage under 17 or 18 
years of age (depending on the religious confession). 
Participants indicated that they could not do this 
because a) it would not prevent child marriage due to 
the other drivers of child marriage; b) it would not be 
consistent with Shari’a jurisprudence; and c) the law 
needs to reflect the society it holds together, and the 
ability to marry before 18 years old is still something 
that is socially desired and/or needed in Jordanian 
and Lebanese society. Instead, several faith-based 
actors said that if people were more religious and 
‘more moral’, and were more able to look after their 
children better, then they would not need child 
marriage to solve a ‘social problem’.

Many of the participants spent a long time in the 
interviews giving reasons for why they could not 
be expected to take responsibility for preventing 
child marriage, either blaming bad parents and 
poor choices, blaming other social, economic and 
political factors for child marriage, blaming ‘western’ 
interference, or suggesting it was not within their 
sphere of influence. Many participants appeared very 
defensive as they described these barriers to them 
effectively protecting girls or effectively enacting 

Islamic principles. This ran in contradiction to 
confident declarations about marriage in other parts 
of the interview and their role in supporting marriage 
in society. 

There are clearly limits to the influence that faith-
based actors have on conceptions of child marriage in 
society, as well as on attitudes and practices. Some 
of these limitations appear to be self-imposed, while 
others are externally constructed. There appear to be 
some messages that religious leaders can give about 
child marriage, i.e. that it is not ideal, that education is 
preferred, that it must happen with full consent, that 
girls must be mature, that there must not be a huge age 
gap, that there should be a large dowry etc. However, 
there are other messages they just cannot give. They 
cannot say that child marriage is haram (which refers 
to anything that is prohibited in the Qur’ran or would 
result in prohibition when committed by a Muslim) or 
that it is a violation of human rights, because while 
child marriage is not considered ideal it is also seen 
as sometimes being needed and sometimes being 
acceptable under certain conditions, and it is also 
allowed under current religious law. Faith-based 
actors cannot be expected to leave their faith at 
the door when they engage in development or 
humanitarian work, nor engage without drawing upon 
their religious expertise as necessary.

Resistance to ending child marriage
Roux and Palm (2018) have developed a six-fold 
typology to help organisations understand resistance 
by religious leaders to ending child marriage. They 
suggest that resistance usually manifests in at least 
one of the following six ways including vocal dissent or 
backlash; various forms of silent or hidden resistance; 
through their actions; through scapegoating those 
who oppose child marriage; through spiritual or 
ethical means; and/or by offering resistance to issues 
indirectly related to child marriage [34]. 

Categorising the attitudes of the faith-based actors 
we interviewed towards child marriage is difficult, 
because although many said that they would not 
encourage child marriage and they were involved in 
activities to prevent child marriage, they all said that 
child marriage may be appropriate in some contexts 
or in some cases. A few faith-based actors also said 
that they did not have an opinion about whether child 
marriage was positive or negative, but that people 
should be able to marry when they wanted, including 



Exploring the capacity of faith-based actors in Jordan and Lebanon to prevent child marriage - February 202048 49

under 18 years of age. The typology by Roux and 
Palm helps us to explore resistance to ending child 
marriage further.  

None of the faith-based actors we spoke with were 
vocally ‘supportive’ or ‘encouraging’ of child marriage; 
however they were all ‘resistant’, in different ways, 
to actions which would prevent any possibility of 
marrying under 18 years of age, such as a change 
in laws. All of the actors felt that it was necessary 
for the possibility to marry under 18 years of age 
to remain for some circumstances, although there 
was great debate about what these circumstances 
should be. There are on-going campaigns, from those 
from grassroots community-based organisations 
to international high-level advocacy (and many in 
between), to increase the minimum age of marriage 
in both Jordan and Lebanon to 18 years of age for 
all citizens across all religious confessions without 
any exceptions. This is receiving significant media 
attention at times [8-11], and is putting pressure on 
both civil and religious leadership in both countries. 
Most of the faith-based actors we spoke with said 
they would speak out against any proposed law 
change that takes away any possibility for marrying 
under 18 years. There were a few faith-based actors 
who said that although they would (largely) be happy 
for the law to change and remove ‘most’ exceptions, 
they would probably not speak out publicly in support 
of the law change. However, these actors did not 
conceptualise this as resistance, as Roux and Palm 
might, rather they described this as a political action, 
because when they had spoken out against child 
marriage in the past it had not made a difference. 
These faith-based actors describe preferring to work 
to prevent child marriage ‘under the radar’ or without 
a lot of public attention or only within the sphere of 
their own influence and authority. 

Another less obvious form of resistance to ending 
child marriage identified, which Roux and Palm 
conceptualise as spiritual or ethical resistance, is 
through the resistance to link concepts of maturity to 
age. Most of the faith-based actors interviewed said 
that while older educated girls are more likely to be 
mature, this is not always the case, and it is possible 
for a girl of 13 to be ‘mature’ and able to consent to 
marry if she has been brought up in a particular way. 
This has resulted in a strong argument that making 
decisions about whether child marriage is right or 
wrong should be done on a case by case basis. This 

means that there are likely to be some circumstances 
where child marriage appears to be the ‘best’ way 
forward, even to those who actively seek to prevent 
child marriage.

An additional form of resistance was observed 
through the interviews in Jordan and Lebanon, 
through defensive standpoints of child marriage 
and an articulated sense of unfairness in the blame 
that religious leaders receive for child marriage. 
Particularly in Jordan, but also in Lebanon, some of 
the faith-based actors said that it was unfair that 
religious leaders and religious institutions were 
receiving all the blame for child marriage occurring 
in society, while other drivers were being ignored. 
They describe feeling that all the focus was on the 
law change rather than changing societal norms 
and values, societal practices, reducing poverty, 
increasing educational access, providing decent 
homes for Syrian refugees, and generally meeting 
the needs of the population (including refugees). 
While most of the faith-based actors describe child 
marriage as being possible through Islamic teachings 
and traditions, they did not describe Islam as 
encouraging or promoting child marriage. They saw 
this as an important difference that, although it is 
allowed in Islam, it is not promoted by Islam. Similarly, 
many of the faith-based actors said that no one was 
talking about child marriage in their countries until the 
Syrian arrived, and until this time ‘it was not really an 
issue’. Some religious judges said they had never had 
any child marriage cases prior to the Syrian refugees 
arriving into Lebanon. Yet the national data from both 
Lebanon and Jordan shows that while there are much 
lower rates of child marriage amongst Lebanese and 
Jordanians, and even Palestinians, there remain a 
proportion of the population (approximately 6% and 
8% respectively) who marry under 18 years of age 
[2, 7, 13, 14]. In addition, in some confessions across 
Lebanon it is still legally permissible to marry from 9 
years old, even though this would rarely occur [69]. 
As a result, there are several very active grassroots 
community lead organisations and coalitions in 
Jordan and Lebanon (often funded by international 
agencies) that have been advocating to change the 
law to make all child marriage illegal. This has been 
going on for many years, including prior to the arrival 
of Syrian refugees [8]. 

This research indicates that it is not easy, nor 
appropriate, to make simple categorisations about 

whether a faith-based actor is resistant to ending 
child marriage or not, as it may be that even faith-
based actors who actively advocate preventing child 
marriage would still facilitate it in some circumstances 
(i.e. pregnancy outside of marriage), yet calling them 
resisters may create barriers and misunderstandings. 
Many of the faith-based actors we spoke with 
describe engaging in activities which might prevent 
child marriage, rather than engaging in activities to 
actively oppose child marriage. The difference may 
seem subtle and indivisible, however, it is significant 
and important for working with faith-based actors to 
prevent child marriage.

Reasons for resistance
All of the faith-based actors felt it was important to 
make judgements about child marriage on a case 
by case basis, and they all had different ‘red lines’ 
regarding what was acceptable and not acceptable. 
This is partly because faith-based actors have 
different reasons for allowing or opposing child 
marriage [34]. Building on the types of resistance 
identified by Roux and Palm (2018), they also identify 
seven roots of resistance which includes marriage 
being seen as a religious ritual; lack of awareness 
of the negative consequences of child marriage; 
religious texts that are used to support forms of child 
marriage; religiously driven fear and condemnation of 
premarital sex, contraception and pregnancy outside 
of marriage; the role of child marriage in upholding 
patriarchal power; child marriage as parental 
protection; and social issues become proxies for 
‘anti-religious agendas’ especially in contexts where 
there is a rise of religious fundamentalism [34]. 

As discussed earlier, child marriage is conceptualised 
by faith-based actors, and many community member 
[74], as a marriage. While it is recognised that a 
person’s age is important for marriage, the value of the 
marriage, their rights and responsibilities in marriage, 
their status as married in the community is the same 
no matter what age someone marries. Opposing child 
marriage may therefore be difficult because marriage 
is largely  considered the foundation of society and a 
state of relationship that all should desire and pursue 
[35]. Even if child marriage is not considered as ideal 
or desirable, and even as harmful, it is still a marriage, 
and this is inherently valuable.

Interestingly many of the faith based actors did speak 
about the negative consequences of child marriage, 

highlighting most the increased risk of divorce, an 
unregistered marriage, lack of education, of poor 
parenting in the future, and the inability to manage a 
household and the complex familial relationships that 
can occur. Some faith-based actors also spoke about 
doing awareness sessions to prevent child marriage, 
and inviting doctors and psychologists to speak 
about the negative consequences of child marriage. 
One participant even said that he was surprised that 
more community based leaders were not more vocal 
against child marriage because they see the impact 
on girls and their children, and the wider family. The 
community based leaders said that they are not often 
asked for advice regarding who and when people 
marry, but they are often asked to help resolve conflict 
between families or family members, including the 
marriages of young girls. However, no one spoke 
about the increased risk of girls to interpersonal 
violence, and ‘forced’ marriage was considered as 
rare. This further indicates that, despite claims that 
faith-based actors are ‘embedded’ into communities, 
there remains a disconnect between dominant 
traditional religious hierarchies and lived realities of 
married girls.

While the legal age of marriage is 18 years old in 
Jordan, 17 years old for Sunni Muslims in Lebanon and 
puberty for Shi’a Muslims in Lebanon, these Personal 
Status Laws contain clauses which allows judges to 
authorise marriage earlier. While most of the judges 
spoke about the ‘best’ marriages being where girls 
are educated, and mature, and able to bear children, 
and capable of fulfilling marital responsibilities (and 
over 18 years old) – they also all felt that there were 
always going to be some circumstances where 
marriage under 18 years was needed (even those 
who engage in activities to prevent child marriage), 
because: 
-  Marriage is the only relationship where sex is
legitimate, and therefore would be needed if a couple
wants to have sex at an early age, or if a pregnancy
has occurred, or in response to concerns that a couple 
are having sex (or may have sex in the near future). As
one judge said, ‘Child marriage is sometimes needed
to solve many problems’
-  Couples can ‘marry’ under Islam, informally, by
writing a marriage contract with an unregistered
Sheikh, giving their consent, and having the consent of 
witnesses. Although not a legal marriage, this cannot
be denied as a valid marriage under Islam. However,
this marriage needs to be able to be registered in
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order to uphold the rights of the girl even if she is 
young (especially if she is pregnant)
- Marriage is a right of all persons who are ‘mature’
and ‘able to give consent’, and a girl under 18 years
old may be able to do this
-  Shari’a judges need the freedom to use their
judgement on a case by case basis with regard to
whether a marriage under 18 years old is beneficial for 
the girl, and whether she is giving her consent freely
with all the information she needs about marriage

Faith-based actors clearly have influence in Jordan 
and Lebanon, which are ‘religious’ communities, 
religiously literate and where the communities 
religious life is not readily distinguishable from its 
broader social and cultural life [75]. 

How can we integrate Islamic knowledge, 
teachings and processes into intervention 
strategies to prevent child marriage?
The literature on faith-based actors in contexts of 
development or humanitarian aid, tends to focus on 
the role of faith-based actors in responding to human 
need in a way that is compatible with the dominant 
normative frameworks guiding this intervention by 
the international community (such as neutrality, 
impartiality, apolitical, do no harm, rights-based 
frameworks). The inherent assumption is that faith-
based actors should be guided by humanitarians, 
rather than the other way. Recognising faith-based 
actors as local humanitarian leaders is considered 
as particularly controversial and risky, especially in 
relation to gender-based violence, where unhelpful, 
discriminatory and even violent responses can be 
common [5, 50, 76]. Yet, Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (2015) 
challenges the humanitarian community to recognise 
that neither faith-based actors or organisations, nor 
secular organisations ‘are a priori “conservative” or 
“ liberal” with regards to gender roles and relations, 
and that critical analysis is therefore necessary in order 
to overcome the diverse hierarchies and structures of 
oppression which underpin the development industry 
as a whole, whether these hierarchies exist within 
faith-based or secular organisations’ operations and 
programmes for Others.’ [50]

Assumptions are often made that faith-based actors 
will be more ‘conservative’ and ‘patriarchal’ than 
secular organisations and agencies [77]. Yet post-
colonial critiques have tended to view  (religious) 

charity and humanitarianism alike, as essentially 
conservative exercises in repairing social evils 
rather than promoting political progress [49]. While 
feminists have warned that faith–based actors may 
exclude women from decision-making processes, and 
refuse to engage with individuals and social groups 
who do not comply with norms regarding gender 
and sexuality, in turn, far from being value-neutral, 
‘ functional secularism’ ‘serves to privilege certain 
liberal materialist assumptions implicit within the 
discourse of western elites, representing a form of neo-
colonialism’ (p. 457) [78]. Both secular organisations 
and religious organisations can carry gender-limiting 
beliefs and practices [77]. Humanitarian actors 
can model reflection on their own gender-limiting 
practices as they build relationships with faith-based 
actors in response to child marriage. 

As indicated by the findings, the ambivalence of faith-
based actors in response to child marriage makes 
it difficult to develop hard and fast rules about the 
contributions of faith-based actors [6]. Faith-based 
actors don’t represent everyone in their community, 
especially the vulnerable and those who step out 
beyond the traditional hierarchy [5]. 

While participants spoke frequently about the 
importance of equality between men and women, this 
was usually described as a form of valuing women 
and challenging misogynist attitudes and behaviours, 
rather than a commitment to challenging traditional 
gender dynamics and patriarchal hierarchies that 
underpin child marriage. Faith-based actors often see 
themselves as defenders of traditional moral values 
amid onslaught of secular modernity [4]. However, 
child marriage amongst Jordanians and Lebanese 
has reduced significant over the past 50 years [79], 
with rates amongst Jordanians currently estimated 
at 8%, and 6% among Lebanese [12, 13]. The average 
age of marriage has also increased in both countries. 
Therefore, child marriage is no longer a ‘cultural’ or 
‘social’ norm in Jordan and Lebanon, making it a weak 
argument that it is a traditional practice that needs to 
be protected. While it is commonly thought that child 
marriage is more of a cultural practice in Syria, most 
of the participants also spoke about the conditions in 
which Syrians live and the circumstances they find 
themselves in which makes child marriage necessary. 
Interestingly, there appears to be a question amongst 
faith-based actors about whether these kinds of 
reasons for marriage are valid, and whether they 

constitute bad motives that are not fruitful for marriage 
(as it is indicated that these reasons would not be well 
received for Jordanians or Lebanese, but are seen 
as more valid for Syrian refugees who are living in 
terrible conditions with little hope for the future). Yet, 
there is clearly space here for faith-based actors to be 
mobilised to prevent child marriage through meeting 
the social, economic, education, housing and security 
needs of Syrian refugees, drawing on repositories of: 
-  social capital due to their embeddedness in
communities which can be used to encourage
harmony between different social groups, and also
use social networks to identify vulnerable people
- human capital as they can leverage large numbers
of volunteers and expert help
- spiritual capital for personal and community use
-  material capital with access to buildings and
schools and hospitals, and the ability to mobilise
offers of shelter/clothes/food etc
-  financial capital as they have access to lots of
different types of funding and can raise money fast
[47].

Child marriage is only justified for some participants 
in response to sex out of marriage, and is needed as 
an option to solve a social problem – with no other 
options being suitable. This continues to indicate 
the disconnect between the established traditional 
hierarchies which are often represented by faith-
based actors and the day to day lives of marred girls, 
as it is considered appropriate (although not ideal) 
to ‘solve’ a social problem through another ‘social 
problem’. Yet while participants often attributed the 
push to prevent child marriage on Western agencies, 
this fails to recognise or give attention to the civil 
society movements within Jordan and Lebanon that 
have been advocating for the end of child marriage for 
many years, and who were successful in Jordan when 
the minimum age of marriage was raised to 18 years 
in 2000. Pitting Western values against Islamic values 
pushes conversations away from the heterogeneity 
of Islamic values and challenges to dominant values 
that have been made in recent years. 

While it is certainly problematic to uncritically 
integrate Islamic knowledge, teachings and processes 
into intervention strategies to prevent child marriage, 
faith-based actors should be recognised as architects 
of their own approaches rather than instruments of 
another agenda [6]. There are risks in involving faith-
based actors in preventing child marriage, but not to 

do so will result in lost opportunity costs. Faith-based 
actors have a role in responding to child marriage even 
if this doesn’t always follow a normative humanitarian 
agenda (i.e. won’t be neutral, might proselytise, 
might preach, might not champion gender equality 
or rights frameworks). However, through sustained 
quality partnerships, transformative approaches 
by both humanitarians and faith-based actors are 
likely to evolve which do radically change the lives of 
adolescent girls.

Here are the following recommendations for engaging 
with, and working with, faith-based actors in Jordan 
and Lebanon:

1. It is important for organisations seeking to engage
with, or work with, religious leaders and other faith-
based actors to recognise the religious and spiritual
concerns of these groups as integral to their identity,
and to be clear about the purpose of engagement and
expectations of engagement. For example, it cannot
be expected that faith-based actors will simply be
vessels or communicators of pre-designed messages
about preventing child marriage that are solely
conceptualised and written by others [4].

2. Faith-based actors are not homogenous groups,
and they have different roles and responsibilities and
spheres of influence in relation to (child) marriage in
different countries. Some faith-based actors have
more influence on social norms and values and
marriage traditions, including what is considered an
acceptable marriage, a successful marriage, a good
marriage, an ideal marriage and a desirable marriage.
This influence is usually enacted at a social level,
influencing discourses of marriage. Some faith-based
actors have more influence on the legal processes
associated with marriage through Personal Status
Law.

Understanding and mapping the roles and 
responsibilities and spheres of influence in relation 
to (child) marriage of different faith-based actors in 
a particular context should form the foundation of 
engagement

3. Organisations planning to engage with faith-based
actors need a high level of religious literacy and to be
able to reflect on religious biases. Religious literacy
can be understood as a strong understanding of how
religion functions, including the following factors:
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•  Identifying which religious or worldview 
perspectives are culturally dominant, and which are
marginalised;
•  Understanding how culturally dominant forms of
religious beliefs or worldviews interact with, and are
reinforced by, other dominant political, economic, and 
social forces;
•  Identifying religious leaders and practitioners
who are prominent and represent the culturally
dominant perspectives, as well as those leaders and
practitioners representing perspectives that are less
prominent and/or marginalised (often women and
racial/ethnic minorities) and communities whose
perspective may not be well represented by leaders;
and
•  Recognising how religious beliefs function as
motivating factors giving ideological legitimacy
to the full range of political, economic, and social
expressions of human agency. [5]

As Shannahan (2016) advises ‘The development of 
enhanced levels of religious literacy can help these 
organisations and agencies to understand the values 
that motivate local faith groups. It could also help to 
generate greater levels of trust between international 
organisations and local (faith) communities…Deeper 
engagement with theological, ethical and scriptural 
themes could provide practitioners with resources to 
translate values into practice more effectively’ [6].

4.  Child marriage is not conceptualised as a
homogenous practice, rather it occurs for different
reasons and has different consequences. Different
faith-based actors will have different beliefs about
when child marriage is acceptable and when it is not,
and different ‘red lines’. Understanding these and
moving to a point where these can be talked about
from different perspectives (including religious,
cultural and human rights perspectives) should be a
key aim of engagement.

5. Child marriage will not end through the publication
of one fatwa condemning child marriage (despite
this being an important and essential piece of work).
Engaging with faith-based actors requires long term
investment (financial and other), and participatory
methodologies that facilitates co-creation of
strategies and interventions

6. Faith-based actors often have a strong vision of
‘healthy’, ‘good’, ‘successful’ marriage, such as equal

educated partners who are committed to one another, 
who listen to each other and treat each other well, 
who work together as a team – which is conducive for 
promoting adult marriage. Developing these kinds of 
messages into advocacy messages to prevent child 
marriage is important

7.  Faith-based actors may be asked to counsel or
advise or support the process of conflict resolution
between couples where one is still a child. Faith-
based actors should be mentored and coached
to incorporate child protection principles when
engaging with married girls.

8.  Ensure ‘safe’ and ‘informed’ relationships with
faith-based actors evolve over time to enable
controversial and challenging discussions, such as
the deeper examination of, and discussion about how,
they understand and assess ‘consent’ and ‘maturity’
- two bottom line attributes needed for marriage.
How consent is sought or how maturity is measured
appears to be based on ‘experience’ and on a ‘case by
case’ basis, through one off conversations with a girl,
through looking at her body, through assessing how
she answers questions etc. Such practices can be
questioned in relation to how ‘safe’ and ‘child friendly’ 
they are, and the implications of getting a girl to sign
that she consents to marriage, for example. Other
discussions, such as the ethics of ‘fix it’ marriages
and enforcing penalties for unregistered sheikhs who
oversee marriage contracts outside of the law, also
require ‘safe’ and trusting relationships which are
based on a knowledge by non-faith based actors of
issues of faith, religion and personal status law.

9. Introduce concept of ‘informed’ consent to faith-
based actors to raise discussions of the nature of
girls consent to marriage, the influence of families on
consent, social pressure, and what happens to a girl if 
she doesn’t give consent.

10. Establish and develop the arguments that faith-
based actors use to try and persuade families not to
marry their girls at a young age, i.e. do they use social/
health-based arguments, or religious arguments, and
which is more effective.

11.  In addition to preventing child marriage, there
is also capacity to make child marriage safer by
educating girls on their right to consent and ability
to include conditions in the marriage contract (such

as continued educational access). It is also possible 
for engagement periods to be extended and dowries 
to be set at high levels for younger girls. Work with 
faith-based actors could also be done to develop safe 
spaces and safer practices for ascertaining a girl’s 
consent to marriage

12. Work with faith-based actors to develop a training 
programme and toolkit for religious leaders and faith-
based actors on making ‘safe’ and ‘child friendly’
decisions about child marriage.

13.  Involve faith-based actors in the response to
other drivers of child marriage rather than just the law 
or social norms, such as provision of aid or providing
mechanisms to ensure cultural adherence to religious
practices or gender norms that prevent child marriage 
(such as providing transport to schools/safe spaces
or providing bigger houses for adolescent girls and
boys who cannot sleep in the same room)

14.  Creation of an evidence base, in partnership
with faith-based actors, regarding what they do in
response to child marriage, why, and the impact

15. The roles of religious women and religious youths
are currently under explored, and need greater
understanding and appreciation of their varied work

16.  Document and disseminate best practice with
faith-based actors, even if it is not captured by
rigorous evaluations
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6. Conclusion 6. Conclusion
This research has documented and critically engaged 
with the influence of faith-based actors in responding 
to child marriage, both in relation to macro social/
cultural norms and also the process of marriage 
formation. The research gives a more nuanced 
and sophisticated understanding of the complex 
roles that faith-based actors play in local contexts, 
and the implications for partnership working with 
international actors [5]. While we should not 
automatically prioritise the roles of faith-based actors 
over secular actors, or artificially centralise the roles 
of religion and spirituality, the research shows how 
embedded religious teachings, beliefs and practices 
are in the conceptualisation and incarnation of 
marriage. Religion is neither the ultimate problem, 
nor the ultimate solution for child marriage. Yet faith-
based actors and organisation comprise a substantial 
proportion of civil society in many settings [43], 
especially in Jordan and Lebanon, as evidenced by 
Nakib and Agers (2015) in their mapping of faith-based 
actors in Irbid, Jordan [48].

While engaging with faith-based actors to prevent 
child marriage in Jordan and Lebanon is sensitive, 
contentious and problematic, this research has shown 
that faith-based actors are actively responding to 
child marriage (negatively and positively) on a day to 
day basis anyway. The job of preventing child marriage 
should not be solely attributed to any one group of 
actors, nor should we hold unreasonable expectations 
about the extent of impact that can be made by one 
group of actors, which emphasises the essential 
nature of partnerships. Both faith-based actors and 
humanitarians can find it difficult to work together and 
there are a range of different partnership models[48] 
. Critically many humanitarians, development 
practitioners and organisations don’t have a sufficient 
level of religious literacy to enable them to understand 
the religious dimensions of the contexts in which they 
work, and to effectively navigate their engagement 
with local faith-based actors [5]. This is particularly 
important when considering child marriage and other 
forms of gender based violence, where developing 
genuine emancipatory and empowering practices for 
adolescent girls are difficult for all actors, faith-based 
and humanitarian alike.

The recommendations suggest different ways in 
which partnership working might be developed, 
strengthened and enacted. The recommendations 
include changes that need to be made in both the 
humanitarian sector and the faith-based sector to 
ensure responses to child marriage are grounded in 
the day to day lives of adolescent girls, never losing 
sight of their vulnerability and their agency. The 
interviews with faith-based actors in Jordan and 
Lebanon contribute to the holistic understanding of 
the social process of marriage, which is adds to the 
comprehensive nature of the whole research project 
and illuminates the multi-dimensions of child marriage 
in refugee communities [3, 73, 74, 79-81]. 
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7. Appendix
Research tool – Religious leaders

Interview schedule:
This is a semi-structured qualitative Interview which will use open ended questions as much as possible and 
be responsive to the answers given.

Marriage
What is a Muslim marriage?
What is an ‘ideal’ or ‘best’ or ‘God ordained’ marriage look like? I.e. What is considered a successful marriage 
under Islam?

What is considered an unsuccessful and even, harmful marriage under Islam?

Can you summarise marriage jurisprudence?
How would you describe the ‘spirit’ of marriage jurisprudence? I.e. function/main principles/underpinning 
philosophy?

What are the expectations of husbands under Islam?
What are the expectations of wives under Islam?
What are the expectations of families and the wider community in supporting marriages?

Do you know how the current personal status law was developed based on Islamic teaching?

Are there many differences between different Islamic schools of thought in relation to marriage jurisprudence?

Can you tell me about the social process of marriage in Jordan/Lebanon? Both the formal process dictated by 
personal status law, and the family processes which precede and follow this (such as when proposals are made 
or the wedding party after a marriage contract has been signed).

Has the process been this way for many years?

Has the personal status law in relation to marriage been the same for many years?
How has the process of marriage developed or changed over the years?

What is the role of the religious court in relation to marriage?

Now do you ensure the special considerations for the marriage of those from 15-17 years are fulfilled? 

Have the new regulations on the special considerations for the marriage of those from 15-17 years yet been 
implemented? What are your reflections on these so far?

In relation to marriage cases …
When are you told about a potential marriage? Who informs you and when? 

How involved are faith-based leaders with a family before a marriage contract is signed or a marriage is 
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registered? 

Do faith-based leaders do any marriage preparation work with the couple and/or the family?

How do religious leaders decide if a marriage should or should not take place, seek consent and the appropriate 
nature of the match?

Examples of marriage cases …
Would you be happy to share some anonymous examples of marriages that you have been involved with that 
involves a child (under 18) … what was your role, what was your ‘feeling’ about the case? Any challenges or 
difficulties of dilemmas?

Have you ever refused to marry someone because of their age or lack of maturity?

Do you see any benefits associated with marriage under the age of consent?
Do you see any risks associated with marriage under the age of consent?
What kind of protection can religious leaders secure or facilitate?

In relation to refugees …
How has the displacement impacted the processes of marriage for refugees?
Who marries Syrian refugees? Palestinian refugees? Iraqi refugees? Afghan refugees?
Are Syrian Sheikhs legally allowed to formulise marriage contracts in Jordan? In people’s homes?

Finally,
What do you think young people know about marriage? For example, what do they expect of marriage?
Do you teach about marriage in madrassa, for example? Or do you teach about marriage regularly in the mosque?
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