1) Check for updates

Progress in Development Studies 20, 4 (2020) pp. 312-327

D

Early Marriage in Perspective: Practicing
an Ethics of Dialogue with Syrian Refugees
in Jordan

An Van Raemdonck

Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, VU University
Amsterdam, Netherlands

Marina de Regt

Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands

Abstract: This article discusses rationales for development and humanitarian intervention through
the lenses of poststructuralist policy analysis and a postcolonial politics of the womb. It aims to
show a variety of perspectives on early marriage and the limitations of dominant policy responses.
The article argues that humanitarian logics easily blend with developmentalist models, especially in
conditions of protracted displacement. The response to the rise of early marriage among Syrians in
Jordan mainly consists of educational activities such as awareness raising that are based on impart-
ing knowledge. The article suggests that responses based on an ethics of dialogue may be more
adequate to meet refugees’ needs and, second, may help to shift the balance from developmental-
ist reproductive governance towards realizing the humanitarian goal of identifying and addressing
women refugees’ needs.
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L. Introduction

This article discusses perspectives on early
marriage in the context of humanitarian
crisis, notably the context of Syrian refugees
in protracted displacement in Jordan. Early
marriage is defined as underage marriage—
under the age of |8—which is also the official
legal marriage age in Jordan. The goal of
this article is to enquire into the different
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meanings of early marriage in conditions of
forced displacement among policymakers,
international agencies and Syrian refugees
themselves. It is guided by a poststructuralist
analytical approach that examines the different
ways in which early marriage is ‘represented
as a problem’ (Bacchi, 2009). Obtaining a
better understanding of different problem
representations of early marriage consequently

10.1177/1464993420977774


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F1464993420977774&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-02-25

allows us to gain greater insight in the different
(governing) effects these representations
produce. Problem representations equally
reveal implicit understandings of women’s
agency and choice-making. The purpose of
knowing a variety of problem representations
of early marriages by policymakers and refugees
themselves is to divulge alternative potential
policy options. Methodologically, the article
follows a critical ethnography approach with
a vertical dimension (Fassin, 2013). It brings
together the results of multi-sited fieldwork
that is ‘vertically’ interested in understanding
a variety of perspectives (from international
agencies, Jordanian agencies, Syrian refugees
and Jordanian health care workers). We
draw on literature reviews, qualitative and
ethnographic research, including 11 recurring
two-hour group talks with eight Syrian early
married women, and |3 interviews with health
care providers.

The first sections of this article provide
the theoretical backdrop for the analysis
of early marriage in forced migration. The
Syrian crisis in the Jordanian context is first
outlined before presenting the methodolo-
gical approach. Second, discourses on early
marriage are discussed while theoretically
drawing from insights of critical anthropo-
logy of development and gender, and post-
structuralist analysis of policy. International
agencies’ representations of early marriage
are juxtaposed with our respondents’ views.
This analysis concludes with a discussion of a
postcolonial politics of the womb (Thomas,
2003) at work in the context of early marriage
in Jordan. We demonstrate that perceptions
of early marriage as a primarily ‘problem of
culture’ will lead to responses that focus on
changing refugees’ reproductive behaviour via
educational interventions. The article sugge-
sts, instead, that interventions based on an
ethics of dialogue that foreground listening and
interaction may be more effective to identify
and address refugee women'’s needs in relation
to early marriage.
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II. Critical and Postcolonial
Interventions in the Anthropology
of Humanitarianism, Gender and
Development
Early marriage as a problem has been a long
focus of attention for development workers
and policymakers.! Over the past three
decades, feminist knowledge has contributed
to rethinking the way development and
humanitarian assistance are conceptualized
and implemented. Yet there has been growing
attention on the discrepancies between the
use of gender equality values in international
declarations of donor and aid agencies and
actual practices in development/humanitarian
practice. Some scholars have pointed to the
loss of radical transformative potential in the
development gender agenda (e.g., Cornwall
and Rivas, 2015), and the instrumentalization of
gender and sexual equality to advance a global
neoliberal regime (e.g., Chant and Sweetman,
2012). The more recent focus on girls as an
unexplored asset of development has been
critically interrogated for incorporating girls’
lives into a particular growth-oriented neoliberal
project (Hickel, 2014; MacDonald, 2016).
Research has shown how development
and humanitarian policies’ focus on education
in gender and sexuality sometimes creates
or reinforces sociocultural divisions between
communities (e.g., Bernal and Grewal, 2014;
Grabska, 2011; Miedema, 2019; Pigg and
Adams, 2005). Sexual norms then start to
operate as a mark of differentiation between
groups: those with ‘acceptable’, educated
(modern) practices and those with traditional,
uneducated (‘backward’) practices in need of
correction. These divisions reflect ingrained
colonial ideas but are often unintentionally
reproduced in the international development
context (Arnfred, 2005). Such critical
scholarship on the implementation of gender
equality values in practice is interested in global/
local interactions and resulting transformations
of gender and sexual moralities. It examines
how local actors—including local NGQO's,
trainers, activists—mediate and vernacularize
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international development and humanitarian
discourse on gender and sexuality. Local
development actors can reproduce dominant
developmentalist discourse while subverting
the gender equality message as part of a delicate
balancing act between conceding to new global
norms and local sociocultural concerns and
anxieties (Van Raemdonck, 2019).

Also in humanitarian contexts, gender
and sexuality equality values have served as
a means of differentiation between those
(supposedly) supporting those values on the
one hand, and the receiving side of refugees/
beneficiaries who supposedly do not have such
equality values on the other (Olivius, 2016).
In some cases, ‘good’ receivers of aid have
been celebrated for successfully incorporating
gender equality. Sahrawi refugee women
in Algerian camps, for example, have been
praised as ‘ideal’ refugees for reflecting back
to donors and the international community
the desired discourse on gender equality and
women empowerment, to the detriment of the
real needs of marginalized groups who were
not represented as ‘ideal’ (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh,
2010). Similarly, introducing gender equality in
humanitarian action has been translated on the
ground as efforts to activate women refugees
and make them participate, for instance, in aid
distribution (Olivius, 2014).

In the humanitarian context, attention and
special provisions to women, gender, gender-
based violence (GBV) has over the last two and
half decades been successfully mainstreamed
in humanitarian training and practice. While
there are crucial formal differences between
the contexts of humanitarian crisis and
development work, the underlying logics on
which interventions are based often converge.
For example, much of humanitarian crisis
assistance is implemented in the context of
radical uncertainty (see Horst and Grabska,
2015), when, it is argued, saving people’s
lives and creating immediate access to basic
services is most important. Yet many situations
of emergencies, progressively move towards
protracted displacement and protracted

uncertainty. Thus, in practice, the logic of
humanitarian crisis assistance easily shifts
into one of development work, and as we
will argue in this article, especially concerning
women and gender issues. We develop this
argument particularly against the backdrop
of the tendency of international agencies
and local governments to train, educate, and
‘civilize’ refugees, in much different contexts
and locations (e.g., Hagelund, 2005). Equally
for development practice, it has been argued
that ‘the arcane and ubiquitous practice of
training’ fulfils important functions in the
development industry but often fails to bring
change or adequate responses (e.g., Watkins
and Swidler, 2013, 197).

Ill. The ‘Presentation of the Problem’ of
Early Marriage

In this analysis of policy discourse and
empirical data, we will look at early marriage
interventions in the context of the Syrian crisis
while theoretically drawing from insights of the
anthropology of development and policy and
post-structuralist analysis of policy. We give
particular attention to the ‘presentation of
the problem’ among policymakers. Following
Bacchi and Goodwin, the present article
argues that policy does more than merely
addressing problems that pre-exist, but also
produces ‘“problems” as specific sorts of
problems’ (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016, 16).
We agree with them on the need to look at
policies’ representations of social problems to
unravel underlying ideas, conceptualizations
and rationales that serve to naturalize policy
and to problematize the issue at hand. Bacchi
theorized the ‘representation of the problem’
to propose an analysis that considers how
and why policy problematizes a particular
issue. This Foucauldian inspired theoretical
lens interrogates how a specific way of
problematization shows us the elements that
in fact do governing work (Bacchi, 2009).
While we disagree with Bacchi and Goodwin’s
radical (de)constructionist approach that
might suggest that the issue at hand is not a
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pre-existing social reality deserving a policy
response, we believe that this approach to
transnational policymaking in humanitarian
and development work potentially enables
a denaturalization of policy and therefore
rethinks different analyses and policy options.
Concretely, the next sections of data analysis
will argue how dominant policy options based
on imparting knowledge could be re-thought
by considering alternative formats that rely on
an ethics of dialogue.

In this effort, we join others who have
argued for the importance of constructionist
approaches in the study of sexuality and
gender related issues in development action.
In the words of Pigg and Adams, ‘theories
of sex and society have shifted from models
stressing the social regulation of sexuality
to those stressing the social production of
sexuality’ (Pigg and Adams, 2005, 5). The
ethnographic scholarship in their seminal
volume ‘sex in development’ shows that the
encounter of sexuality with development is
deeply interwoven with stories of modernity
and science, and many others connected to
these concerns (e.g., Groes-Green, 2009;
Moyer et al., 2013). They draw our attention
to the production of new subjectivities, by
promoting new sexual behaviours and norms
through activities such as sex education,
awareness raising and family planning. Indeed,
policies that prevent early marriages and early
pregnancy, and promote a reduction of the
number of children are crucial measures of
reproductive governance. Such policies also
‘introduce or foster notions of individual choice
and responsibility, risk aversion, and personal
independence’ (Ali, 2002, 1). They construct
new ways of being an individual, and new
ways of being a family member, affecting one’s
understanding of oneself and one’s relation to
family.

In this sense, new sexual normativities
are fostered and operate as biopolitical
governmentalities, to continue on Foucauldian
terms. The promoted policies for social change
or behavioural change foster new selves who
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arrange, live and plan their sexual reproduction
differently. The state or policies govern then
through self-governance, or ‘technologies of
the self’. While these policies aim to serve
the well-being of the population, they may
not always succeed in this, and instead cause
friction with the target groups. The underlying
logic of reshaping and governing sexual
subjectivity may conflict with self-defined
needs and understandings of well-being. This
process has been referred to as ‘transnational
feminist governmentalities’ (Grewal, 2005).
Ferguson and Gupta formulate the idea of
‘transnational governmentalities’ to denote
these governance mechanisms that are
declared for the general well-being of world
population (Ferguson and Gupta, 2005).
Grewal adds the term feminist to it to refer to
those policies formulated to improve women'’s
general well-being. These scholars emphasize
the governance dimensions of transnationally
formulated arrangements and argue that
they overshadow women'’s actual well-being
as they are often part of neoliberal forms of
government and policy that increase global
inequalities.

IV. The Syrian Refugee Crisis in Jordan
and the Response to the Rise of Early
Marriage

The case of Syrians in Jordan shows how
attention for gendered practices has been
broadly mainstreamed in humanitarian
protracted displacement contexts. Currently,
the number of registered Syrian refugees—
‘people of concern’—by UNHCR in Jordan
totals 660 393, making up for 11.7% of the
Jordanian population.? The government of
Jordan has made much higher estimates but
those numbers cannot be verified and are
therefore considered unreliable (Bank, 2016, 3;
Lennerand Schmelter, 2016). An overwhelming
majority of refugees, about 80%, lives in urban
areas in the Northern governorates of Mafrag,
Irbid, Zarqa and the capital Amman (Lenner and
Schmelter, 2016, 124). Others live in five camps
that have been set up to address the Syrian
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refugee crisis and are located in the Northern
governorates as well.

Reports have been dedicated to the plight
of women and children from early on in the
crisis (UN Women, 2013) and showed that
the number of registered Syrian marriages
involving women under the age of 18 had
increased remarkably (Higher Population
Council Jordan, 2017; Save the Children, 2014;
UNICEF 2014). The percentage of registered
marriages among underage Syrian women in
Jordan rose especially between 2011 and 2015,
notably from 18.4% in 2011 to 34.6% in 2015
(Higher Population Council Jordan, 2017,
xv—xvi). Among those early marriages, the
great majority in Jordan is between the age
of 15 and 17 at the time of marriage (UNFPA,
2019; UNICEF, 2014, 8), and only 2% of
women in Jordan get married under the age of
15 (Department of Statistics, Jordan and ICE
2019). Literature points at the higher health
risks (especially under the age 15) (WHO,
2018), higher likelihood of experiencing
domestic abuse (Save the Children, 2014, 2),
and broader social and psychological problems
for early married women in general.

Living in displacement, in protracted
uncertainty and under precarious socio-
economic conditions, Syrian refugees have
shown a higher tendency to marry their
children at a younger age. Early marriage
has been a common practice in many parts
of pre-war Syria.> Refugees in the North of
Jordan have often come from Syrian rural
regions at the borderlands and upwards where
early marriage has been a common practice
for generations. Studies argued that a lack of
general safety, worsening economic conditions
and disrupted education for girls are important
reasons behind this rise (Mourtada et al.,
2017). Child marriage has been defined as
an instance of GBV that humanitarians seek
to address and integrate in their responses
(ESCWA, 2015; Inter-Agency Standing
Committee, 2015).

Researchers who studied early mar-
riage practices among Syrians in Lebanon
recommend providing women and girls with

information, to improve access to education
and to offer economic support and legal advice
(Mourtada et al., 2017, 62). In the context of
Jordan, the main strategy by a wide range of
NGOs was a heavy investment in awareness
raising for refugee women and girls, in camp
and urban settings (UNFPA, 2019). While
there may be important variations between
different organizations, awareness raising is
often built on educating refugees concerning
early marriage, early pregnancy and repro-
ductive health care by pointing at the negative
health risks for early married women and their
children to discourage the practice (UNFPA,
2019).* Studies have recommended the state
of Jordan to develop a national strategy, and
in these negotiations UNFPA has been pro-
moting a two-pronged approach: (a) tailored
to individual needs; and (b) allocates more
resources for financial support to prevent early
marriage. What is impeding its implementation
is a general decrease in donor funds in all areas,
including for the prevention of early marriage
(UNFPA, 2019).

V. Methodology and Methods
This research is part of a larger collaborative
anthropological research project on early
marriage and Sexual and Reproductive Health
and Rights (SRHR) among Syrian refugees
in Jordan. The project investigates the
meanings, perceptions and interventions on
early marriage among Syrians in Jordan and
includes the involvement of two NGO’s as
research facilitators. This article takes Bacchi’s
theory of ‘representation of the problem’ as a
guiding question to discuss different discourses
and empirical findings (Bacchi, 2009), which
we explain at length below. The discussion
draws from literature reviews, 13 interviews
with health care providers, two focus-group
discussions (FGD) and 11 recurring group talks
with Syrian women that were conducted
between February and December 2018 in the
cities of Amman and Zarqa.

The first author conducted 13 semi-
structured interviews with Jordanian and
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international health care providers. This
sample combines 6 different health care
institutions that were contacted for their
elaborate service provision to Syrian refugees,
especially in the field of reproductive health.
They are all located in the geographic triangle
where most Syrian refugees in Jordan reside:
Amman-Zarqa—Irbid. Six interviews were
conducted with members of the international
non-governmental organization (INGO) that
participated in the research implementation,
two interviews with medical doctors at
two private hospitals, one interview with a
professional of another INGO, two interviews
with programme managers at UNFPA, and
two interviews with medical professionals of
alocal NGO that provides primary health care
to Syrian refugee women. The participating
INGO in the research implementation, where
the first author also conducted the PAR-
based recurring group talks, has a particularly
elaborate programme of free prenatal and
postnatal care and serves therefore a majority
of Syrian refugees compared to other NGOs.
[t has become one of the few remaining
organizations that offers affordable health care
and medicine for refugees.

The series of recurring group talks consisted
of 11 meetings with a group of eight Syrian
married women and seven meetings with a
group of seven unmarried women. Based on
the method of Participatory Action Research
(PAR), the meetings aimed at building a bond
of trust among the participants and gradually
and creatively adapted to the possibilities and
realities of the women involved. Unlike a typical
PAR scenario, the participants in our research
did not propose the initial research questions
because these were already determined, or
design strategies for social or public action
towards the end of the project. We distinguish
different reasons behind this development.
The overall sociopolitical circumstances
in Jordan, in addition to dominant gender
regimes, do not encourage refugee women
(or men) to speak out on social or public
matters, articulate their social problems
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publicly and advise proposals for collective
action. Additionally, the uncertain conditions
of protracted displacement and waiting do not
encourage refugees to undertake collective
action either. For instance, two of the eight
married Syrian women returned to Syria before
the end of the one-year duration of meetings,
and several other women were considering
returning as well. These circumstances
complicated a typical PAR scenario and led us
to creatively adapt the sessions and refer to
them as recurring group talks.

All women were between the ages of 18
and 28, and all meetings lasted on average two
hours. These women were selected by the
participating NGO and the first author after
taking separate interviews with each individual.
This first meeting served to introduce the goals
of the research (i.e., to examine the shifting
meanings and contexts of early marriage and
reproductive health) and evaluate the interest
of the candidates to participate. All women
were invited to actively contribute to shaping
and deepening the research questions by
proposing topics of their own concern, and
by relying on their own embodied knowledge
and experiences. Women who showed interest
and commitment to participate were selected.
Other criteria apart of being married or
unmarried refugees were not to be related to
other participants to increase women'’s ability
to speak freely without consequences.

The overall methodological approach
is guided by the understanding of critical
ethnography that consists of multi-sited
fieldwork with a vertical dimension.
Anthropologist Didier Fassin proposes
instead of a horizontal approach that refers
to multi-sited fieldwork in a variety of
locations, to employ a vertical dimension that
includes a ‘variety of perspectives’ among
any sociocultural groups involved, such as
policymakers at different levels or different
health care providers (Fassin, 2013, 120). This
article is guided by a vertical approach, which
means concretely that a variety of involved
actors is included: health care providers
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working in NGO'’s, hospitals and international
agencies (UNFPA), Jordanian officials (Higher
Population Council of Jordan) and the Syrian
refugee community (through recurrent group
talks). This methodological approach entails
that the article does not present findings of
each separately used research method in an
inclusive in-depth manner. Instead, findings
will be presented inductively as the argument
enfolds.

VI. The Problem of Early Marriage as a
Manifestation of a Postcolonial Politics
of the Womb

In the following sections, we turn to a
discussion of early marriage interventions
among Syrian refugees in Jordan. We discuss
the presentation of early marriage as a
problem, in Bacchi’'s understanding, first by
looking at discourses from two international
agencies, and second, by complementing them
with empirical findings.

International agencies usually connect early
marriage to concerns with early pregnancy and
family planning. Women who marry early
tend to have children at an early age and tend
to have a large number of children, without
spacing between childbirths. Grey literature
focuses on dangers and risks for women'’s
health and a violation of their rights (Save
the Children, 2014; UNICEF 2014). A report
prepared for the UN Expert Group Meeting
on good practices in legislation to address
harmful practices against women, describes
early marriage as follows:

Agreed upon and consummated before the
girlis 18 years old, with her sexual organs not
yet mature, and her consent irrelevant, early
marriage is always a forced marriage and its
outcome always a tragedy for the victim. For
that reason, early marriage compares easily
with child trafficking and as such, it deserves
particular attention. (Kouyaté, 2009, 2)

While this fragment does not represent an
official UN position, it is representative for a
way of thinking that was often encountered
during fieldwork. It makes certain definite

and universal claims about childhood and
adulthood: any person under the age of 18 is
physically immature, and is not able to give
consent and is therefore by definition forced
into an arrangement that results in tragedy.
This manner of categorizing is indeed helpful
when thinking about legislation and policy, but
its effects may be very different on real women
and girls. We will return to this point in the last
section of this article.

The Higher Population Council (HPC)
of Jordan, presented the problem of early
marriage as follows:

Undoubtedly, the child marriage is consid-
ered a phenomenon of violation of several
legitimate human rights of girls, including the
right to education, the right to develop abili-
ties and conscious choice of the life partner
without coercion, and the right to ensure
equal marriage and the building of sound fam-
ily relations. Moreover the violation of such
rights negatively reflects on the life style and
quality of the girl, her reproductive health as
well as the economic effects, and the ability
of the family to carry out its duties in the
upbringing of young people, especially as
the preparation of new generations is mainly
dependent on their characteristics. (Higher
Population Council Jordan, 2017, 1)

The Higher Population Council emphasizes
different concepts than the UN expert group.
Here we find a focus on violation of rights,
and whereas it starts with the recognition
of general understandings of women’s and
children’s rights, it continues to mention ‘the
building of sound family relations’ and ‘the
ability of the family to carry out its duties in
the upbringing of young people’. In other
words, this framing of the problem shows
concern about family formation, and the
maintenance of a sound family unit that can
carry out its duties to raise new generations.

Such formulations resonate with the
articulations that were heard in the recurrent
talk groups with women refugees and in
the interviews with reproductive health
care providers. Women in the talk groups
commonly referred to family duties as a too
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heavy burden for early married women: early
marriage is certainly wrong, because of the
responsibility for her husband and the children.
Early marriage is seen as problematic in terms
of the wife’s many responsibilities in the
household and in the upbringing of children.
A young woman (and a young man) often
feel overwhelmed when confronted with the
range of expectations of wives and mothers.
One of the women expressed this as follows:
‘when we first married, me and him did not
understand each other. There was only a
small age difference between us, only three
years, he was young and | was young, but
there was no understanding between us, and
the responsibility is great’ (married woman,
recurring talk groups).

Many women in talk groups suggested this
as a main reason why early marriage is better
avoided. Here, our respondents’ representation
of the problem converged more with Jordan’s
Higher Population Council’s articulation of the
problem than with UN Expert Group meeting.
This suggests that Jordan’s population analysts
have succeeded in either impacting on or in
connecting with Syrian refugee women'’s
concerns and articulations.

The theme of family responsibility was
also represented in the semi-structured
interviews with 13 Jordanian and primary
health care providers, but other themes
emerged more strongly. All interviewees
were asked the following: (a) What are the
most important (reproductive) health care
needs of Syrian women who marry under
the age of 187 (b) Whether pregnancies of
Syrian women under the age of 18 encounter
more negative medical complications than
other pregnancies? Given the scope and aim
of this article, this discussion is limited to a
short presentation of the main findings by
presenting the predominant answers to the
two main questions. Virtually all respondents
emphasized the lack of personal hygiene
and poor nutrition as the most prominent
health concern of young Syrian women
refugees. Many respondents elaborated on this
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observation and stated that specific advisory
sessions were being held by their organizations
to address this problem. The second question
was predominantly answered by stating that
teen pregnancies do not lead to major adverse
health complications, but rather that, in their
own view, ‘the main problem is one of culture
and education’. Interestingly, interlocutors
responded negatively to the question of major
medical complications occurring to early
married women who delivered babies under
the age of 18. Instead, virtually all respondents
reframed this question by moving away from
medical language and reformulating it as ‘a
problem of culture and education’. In other
words, they understood the question in terms
of culture, education, or in broader terms,
within narratives of modernity and normative
understandings regarding family formation in
Jordanian society. These findings correspond
to the current debate among international
agencies such as UNFPA on the design of
interventions to efficiently respond to the rise
of early marriage, specifically the question
which role a discussion of potential health
hazards should have.*

Indeed, practices of marriage and family
making act as a symbolic marker of cultural
differentiation between health care providers
and refugees (e.g., Pigg and Adams, 2005).
Refugees are perceived to be in need of training
and education in modern family values (to
marry at an older age and have less children),
and particularly girls and women are focused
on to realize this change (e.g., Hickel, 2014).
A development logic that aims to ‘civilize’ then
dominates over the concern of identifying
refugees’ needs. Our interlocutors expressed,
as physician and anthropologist Kamran Ali
concluded in his research on family planning
in Egypt, a desire to reshape subjectivities
to fit a modern narrative and create new
normativities on gender, sexuality and family
(Ali, 2002). Similarly, in the context of
programmes against teenage pregnancies in
Malawi, medical anthropologist Pot observed
a parallel tendency where culturalism is used
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to represent the problem of early pregnancies
(Pot, 2019).

This desire to reshape subjectivities in order
to fit better modern society, however, is only
one dimension of a multi-sided postcolonial
politics of the womb. This section started with
anoutline of different dominant representations
of early marriage as a problem, by international
agencies and Jordanian actors. Early marriage
and pregnancy figure as a means of ‘extending
women'’s reproducing years’ (Boyden et al.,
2012, 515) and form part of existing gendered
norms and family ideologies. The international
discourse illustrated in this article aims at
limiting the period of those reproductive years
by drawing a strict line between childhood
and adulthood. The Jordanian HPC discourse
that was discussed showed a preoccupation
with young women'’s (and men’s) ability to
carry the responsibilities of raising a family,
in the light of fulfilling their roles in a strong
and productive nation. The Syrian refugee
women who participated in the PAR-based
recurring talk groups equally showed concern
for the responsibilities that women carry when
raising future generations but emphasized the
everyday burdens and hardships. The primary
health care workers, finally, found early
marriage problematic by showing a concern
with better educating Syrians to live up to
modern cultural expectations. These different
representations of early marriage as a problem
point therefore at different underlying concerns
that constitute ‘the problem’: safeguarding
children’s rights (international), protecting
family life to raise future generations of
the nation (Jordan), protecting kinship as
an everyday social support system (Syrian
women), and the promotion of modern cultural
expectations of family life (health care workers).

All these concerns indeed revolve around
biological and social reproduction, which is
discussed in terms of existing ‘traditional’ norms
and ‘modern’ norms. Historian Lynn Thomas
has coined these debates as the ‘politics of
the womb’ (Thomas, 2003). In the context
of postcolonial African states, she noted how

‘reproductive concerns have structured old
hierarchies based in gender, generation, and
kinship, and contributed to the construction
of new ones grounded in racial difference and
civilized status’ (Thomas, 2003, 4). Issues
of reproduction gain symbolic meaning as
they come to signify which larger social order
one adheres to. Jordan’s Higher Population
Council and the Syrian women participating
in the research emphasized the importance
of women’s roles and responsibilities as wives
and mothers. Indeed, their position can be
understood in terms of ‘old hierarchies of
concerns based in gender, generation and
kinship’. Health care providers on the other
hand, formulated the problem of early marriage
strongly in terms of culture and education,
arguing to elevate Syrians to a higher ‘civilized
status’, or, in Thomas’s words, the more recent
hierarchies. These positions on early marriage
demonstrate therefore the postcolonial
politics of the womb at work. The different
representations of early marriage/pregnancy
that we discussed, connect to critical concerns
with transformations and interventions into
matters of sexuality, intimacy, marriage and
reproduction in postcolonial societies, and the
resulting politicized and complex searches for
self-determination.

Moreover, when early marriage remains
expressed within the frame of a politics of the
womb, little scope is left for perceiving women’s
agency and personal choice-making. Both old
and new hierarchies of reproductive concerns
reduce women'’s agency to the performance
of social expectations and functions (as a
responsible family member or as an asset of
growth) rather than highlighting or expanding
the range of options available to women. As
argued earlier in the sections outlining the
theoretical approach, the manner in which
early marriage is formulated as a problem,
influences and shapes policy responses.
Consequently, when the problem is mainly
perceived as one of culture and lack of
‘civilization’, policies will aim to address these
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concerns and neglect others. The purpose of
this poststructuralist policy analysis approach
is precisely to question existing interventions
and to discern alternative routes for policy
responses.

VII. The Category of Early Marriage
and Its Discontents

In the remainder of this article, we examine
further the meanings and consequences of
dominant policy representations on early
marriage. The previous section focused on
the different underlying concerns captured
by the category of early marriage, while
this section looks closer into early marriage
as an umbrella term by holding it against
emic understandings, drawing mainly from
two focus group discussions and the PAR-
based recurring talk groups. International
humanitarian and development literature (e.g.,
ESCWA, 2015; Higher Population Council
Jordan, 2017; Kouyaté, 2009; Save the
Children, 2014; UNICEF, 2014) and common
practice tend to portray early marriage as a
homogenous category that seemingly involves
a particular set of dispositions, feelings, acts
and consequences, regardless of the great
variety in concrete embodied experiences of
early marriages. Findings, however, point at
the difficulties to grasp the diversity of early
marriage practices and contain them in one
fixed, generalized category. The multitude
of emic understandings by Syrian women
contrasts with the predominant use of early
marriage as a catch-all umbrella term. We
will argue that interventions that commonly
operate on this basis may therefore fail to
understand lived experiences and meet
refugees’ needs.

Syrian women in the recurrent talk groups
and focus groups discussed the many shapes
early marriage can take in their understanding
and experience. Early marriage includes cousin
marriage, arranged marriage (both forms are
also referred to as ‘traditional marriage’),
large age-difference marriages and small
age-difference marriages, marriages between
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spouses of the same nationality and marriages
with male spouses with other nationalities, and
any combinations of the above. Women talked
about experiencing varying degrees of social
pressure or space for personal negotiation
with their parents or other family members
concerning the marriage partner, decision
or timing. Additionally, parents may accept
romantic love to play a role in choosing a
suitable spouse, or not. Some girls and women
attached great value to romantic love while
others did not. In an effort to prevent girls
under the age of 18 of marrying, however, this
great variety of practices with very different
concrete outcomes is often glossed over.

This neglect can be explained by the
ultimate aim to prevent all early marriages and
using a category that homogenizes practices is
therefore effective. Moreover, funding logics of
international development agencies contributes
to the reiteration of early marriage as an all-
encompassing category. T he competition for
funds amongst different development fields
(e.g., health, rights, economic empowerment,
gender, etc.) leads to a situation in which
topics that are lobbied for and receive much
international attention receive funds more
easily. This means that certain stories and
narratives of complex social realities such
as early marriage are often (un)intentionally
simplified and mainstreamed because this
facilitates an easy circulation and presentation
of the problem (Archambault, 2011). A
homogenization of early marriage practices
serves well to draw affective responses from
the international donor community. These
logics have led to criticism from anthropologists
that representations of early marriage amongst
NGOs and international population and health
agencies are not helpful when they only
serve judgement of the practice rather than
addressing its underlying socio-economic and
material reasons (Giaquinta, 2017).

In this article, however, we have been
interested in contextualizing early marriage
by unravelling its different meanings in
the concrete context of Syrians in Jordan
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who resort to early marriage while living in
conditions of immobility and displacement.
Research findings show both congruences
and incongruences between early marriage as
presumed by the category, and early marriage
as lived experience. Many women in the talk
groups confirmed the negative aspects that are
often mentioned in regard to early marriage.
They most regretted not having graduated
from secondary education, having carried
responsibilities within the household too
early and entering into marriage without fully
realizing what it implied.

Others explained how their experiences
of childhood radically changed due to war
and displacement and how this made them
feel much older than they were. Amina (aged
21) is a young woman who participated in
the recurring talk groups. She married at age
17 in Syria and fled in 2013 together with her
husband and son from Kunaytra to Zarqa
in Jordan. She was the first participant to
state; | feel as if | am 40 while | am only 22,
while others nodded and showed recognition.
Being forced to leave home, undertaking
an unpredictable and hard journey to find
safety in a new place and dealing with this
new environment was very demanding for
many women. Another participant, VWesam
(aged 28), agreed and explained: ‘because we
came here and we had to deal with people,
we became much older than our actual age’.
Wesam particularly felt as having matured very
rapidly and forced to become ‘tough’ in order
to deal with experiences of alienation and the
difficulty of adjusting to new environments.
She explained, ‘the major difference between
my childhood in Syria and my childhood after
coming here to Jordan is that here you have to
carry a lot of responsibility and that everything
is difficult’.

Additionally, there were often experiences
of discrimination and harsh interactions with
the host society, demanding from them to
develop particular coping skills. Wesam, who
lives in the old city centre of Zarga told about
her experiences soon after arriving in Jordan:

there was great discrimination, our neigh-
bours would say bad things to us on the
street, only because we are Syrians (bizaytu
‘alena shaghlat mu mneha bas le’innu ihna
suriyin) [...] Some shops in the market
refused to sell things to us and we were faced
with insults (nat’arad lishata’im).

Living through all these drastic events
demanded more maturity and responsibility
from them. This entails that also the idea
of marriage and starting a family may be
experienced differently than it would have
been in pre-war time. Lubna (aged 24),
another participant in the same recurrent
talk group, arrived in Jordan at the age of 18.
While she initially did not want to marry early,
she married after only one year, which she
still considered early. For her, marriage was
a conscious decision ‘to bring back purpose
to her life’. The flight and life as a refugee in
Jordan had left her feeling ‘empty’. Marrying
and starting a family felt more in line with the
responsibilities that she was already carrying
by necessity in a new environment. The fast-
paced aging these women described seemed
to accommodate more naturally the idea
of marriage than it may have done before.
The complex interplay of different childhood
experiences by war and flight, altered ideas
of childhood and adulthood in displacement,
altered sense of safety, and how these factors
affect refugees’ thought about marriage and
family making are important new dimensions
of early marriage that are highlighted by our
findings.

In a focus group discussion in the North
Eastern city of Zarqa, most of the two-hour
long talk was dominated by an exchange
between women debating whether early
marriage has inherent negative consequences,
resulting in small ‘camps’ taking different
positions within the group. One group argued
that all early marriages are wrong and should
be prevented by principle, while another
group of women continued to argue that their
lives with their husbands—who they married
early—have been good overall because there
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was enough love, understanding and care to
make for a harmonious relationship. Other
participants who can be regarded as a third
group stated that they occupied an in-between
position. These women disagreed with a strong
condemnation of all early marriage practices
as necessarily negative, but at the same time
they held many reservations and would not
enter marriage under the age of 18 again. These
findings illustrate the diversity in perceptions
and experiences of early marriage and the
difficulty to grasp them all under one umbrella
term. This research therefore suggests that
a manifold of ‘early marriage practices’ is
better suited to capture social reality than the
single category of ‘early marriage’. Moreover,
allowing time and space to discuss that variety
of lived experiences corresponded better to
the self-defined needs of many participating
women.

VIII. Calling for an Ethics of Dialogue

This research enabled us to, simply stated,
enter conversations that contextualize (early)
marriage. This process opened up space to
hear alternative narratives and helped to reach
a greater understanding of refugee women’s
experiences and needs, particularly concerning
intimate topics such as husband-wife and
family relationships. The PAR-based recurring
group talks focused on how marriage in general
is conceived, what really matters to these
women and what does not, what works for
them and what does not in what they consider
as early marriage and otherwise. At the same
time, the group talks offered something that
many women enjoyed and had been missing.
Some women told the first author that they
found great emotional and psychological
support in the group meetings. ‘We calm
down when we talk’ (nertah lama nehky)
was a recurring phrase of feedback. After a
few weeks, Rania (aged 28), mother of four,
came up to ask whether the meetings were
part of a family support programme that runs
in the NGO (despite the initial explanation of
the research nature of the project at each first
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individual meeting during recruitment and in
the first group meeting). She added that she
was attending a family support programme at
another NGO but ‘found ours much better
and satisfying than the other one’. In the other
organization, ‘the woman [facilitator] just
talked and talked and was not really interested
in listening to us’. Rania felt that the trainer
delivered her predetermined messages and
did not ask what was going on in their lives.
As researchers we responded that we were
trying to set up a safe research environment
and did not intend to work towards offering
family support though planned to feedback
insights such as hers to development agencies.

Rania’s questions revealed the importance
of ‘just’ listening. Being able to talk and
being heard seemed a simple act as part of
a research method but carried more weight
than we imagined. Social work researchers
have pointed at the value of using ‘reciprocal
dialogue’ as a research method, referring
to communication in which ‘each of those
involved treats the other as an equal’ (Yassour-
Borochowitz, 2004, 179-80). Furthermore,
intersubjective dialogue and allowing for a
plurality of voices has been understood as a
core feature of postmodern ethical practice.
Whereas the typical modernist subject aims
to incorporate or ‘dominate’ the other, a
postmodern dialogical ethics starts from an
understanding of the other as a ‘neighbour’,
not necessarily a foreign or menacing other
that needs to be appropriated or assimilated
(Nealon, 1997, 130-33). The adoption of an
ethics of dialogue in the frame of the PAR-
based research method has consequently
translated into a finding, as this working
method was experienced as meeting women
refugees’ needs.

Let us return to the theoretical framework
we set up earlier. A poststructuralist analysis
of policy by focusing on the ‘presentation of
the problem’ showed us different underlying
concerns of the same issue, early marriage.
A prominent concern among them was a
perceived ‘lack of culture and education’ and
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the corresponding policy response to this
perception is to offer training and education.
Our research findings suggest in this respect
that formats favouring interaction and dialogue
may correspond more to refugees’ needs.
We had invited our participants to be part
of a research project on the experiences of
early marriage, but they found a trustful
space where they could talk freely and even
make friends. Finding an open space to share
personal experiences was unexpected and
new to them.

Our suggestion is therefore to incorporate
an ethics of dialogue in the design of initiatives
that aim to address the needs of early married
women or aim to prevent more early marriages
from occurring. Based on our research process
and findings, a larger focus on listening may
be more rewarding than activities that focus
on the transmission of information. Second
and related to the first point, we suggest
giving more attention to understanding the
individual level of concrete experience when
formulating responses to women in need of
help due to early marriage or when aiming
to prevent it. Cases of early marriage differ
greatly based on a host of personal conditions,
for instance, young women who are living
isolated from their own (extended) families
have different experiences from those who live
in relative proximity of family members. It may
therefore be equally relevant to understand
different levels of problematization of early
marriage by individual refugees themselves
when designing responses. In sum, rather
than investing strongly in collective awareness
raising activities that is fundamentally based
on imparting information, this research shows
that a dialogical model based on participants’
existing views, knowledge and experience may
address women'’s needs more efficiently.

IX. Conclusion

This article demonstrated the fundamental
tension between reproductive governance
concerns and humanitarian response with
regard to the rise of early marriage among

Syrian refugees in Jordan. Research findings
illustrate this tension and raise the question to
which side the balance shifts. Poststructuralist
analysis of policy and our empirical findings
show that the problem of early marriage
is understood in various ways by different
actors and this reveals important differences
in underlying concerns: safeguarding children’s
rights (international), protecting family life to
raise new generations of the future nation
(Jordan), protecting kinship as an everyday
social support system (Syrian women), and the
promotion of modern cultural expectations of
family life (health care workers).

The predominant format in the response to
the rise of early marriage consists of training
and education for target groups, especially
Syrian refugee women. Initiatives aim to
train refugees by providing new models for
reproductive behaviour (i.e., to marry at a
later age, to have less childbirths). In other
words, reproductive governance concerns
may threaten to outbalance the humanitarian
concern with understanding and addressing
women refugees’ needs. This inherent risk
results from the blending of developmentalist
rationales and humanitarian emergency
logics which often occurs in contexts of
protracted displacement. The priority of
understanding refugees’ needs becomes
then overridden by development thinking
and formats. Problem presentations of early
marriage and corresponding responses often
remain locked within a postcolonial ‘politics
of the womb’ (Thomas, 2003) that restricts
perceptions of women’s agency and choice.
Prioritizing refugee needs may not involve
a rather passive model of receiving training,
education and awareness raising but could
equally lead to an active model that is based
in an ethics of dialogue, in which care givers
and receivers are entirely equal participants.
Developmentalist assumptions threaten to
override an in-depth understanding of women'’s
self~-defined needs and strategies of coping and
decision-making.

Our findings result from a long-term
anthropological engagement with the research
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questions and draw from a ‘vertical’ critical
ethnography methodology and in-depth
qualitative research methods. The in-depth
character of this research project has also the
limitation that findings cannot be generalized.
At the same time, it allows for a critical
rethinking of predominant policy responses.
The article suggests that a diversification in
the design of responses can help to conceive
other possible modes of action. Short-term and
long-term recurring interactive group meetings
that focus on dialogue and foreground women'’s
own articulations, for instance, may offer more
adequate responses and support in concrete
circumstances. Dominant formats of existing
initiatives can be refined by incorporating
more interaction between care givers and
participants. The research findings presented
here support alternate methods of intervention
based on an ethics of dialogue.
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Notes

I. UNICEF started to focus on child marriage as early
as 2003 (see https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-
protection/child-marriage/)
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2. An up-to-date overview of the registered Syrian
refugees by UNHCR in the region can be found here:
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria

3. UNICEF’s MICS report of 2008 on the Syrian Arabic
Republic offers data on children’s well-being in
pre-war Syria including some rare indicators of early
marriage. This report states that 3.4% of women
married under the age of 15 and 17.7% of women
married under the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2008). It
remains difficult to know to which extent displacement
has caused an increase in early marriage (Higher
Population Council Jordan, 2017; UNICEF, 2014).

4. Inaninterview with program managers on SRHR and
early marriage at UNFPA Jordan, the first author was
told that currently a debate is held among international
agencies about the design of responses to the rise of
early marriage among Syrians in Jordan. While many
organizations hold awareness raising activities with a
heavy emphasis on potential hazardous health risks for
early married/early pregnant women, UNFPA has
been promoting a different approach that recognizes
the lack of strong medical evidence for this claim.
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