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Abstract

This article addresses in anthropological perspective the interplay of demographic transi-
tion in the countries of North Africa and gendered processes of kinship and marriage pred-
icated on the transgenerational continuity of patronymics (nasab) which underpins individ-
ual filiation and legitimacy. The present analysis departs from a comparative, diachronic 
approach to variations in fertility decline, the rise of the age at first marriage for both gen-
ders, persistent age gaps between spouses, contextually distinct rates of consanguinity, de-
layed marriage versus final celibacy, and the prevalence and effects of son preference. These 
facets entertain complex interrelations with national, regional, and international migratory 
patterns, high youth unemployment, the increased cost of marriage and housing and, last 
but not least, women’s access to education correlated with their persistent margnalisation 
from the labour market. These dynamics, manifest in reduced fertility, touch at the heart 
long-established modes of social reproduction and gender inequality and configure intense 
public debate over a perceived ‘marriage crisis’. Yet, the emergence  of novel modalities of 
non-conventional or unregistered forms of marriage and, conversely, the feared emergence 
of ‘terminal celibacy’ remain statistically limited. Indeed, ‘classical’ matrimony remains 
an almost universal aspiration and, albeit with deferral, remains the keystone of the social 
order. This constant renders apparent the contested yet perduring hold of the nasab complex.
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Tidings of doom propagated by advocates of the “great replacement” myth 
foretell waves of African migrants poised to submerge Europe (e.g. Camus 
2011; Smith 2018; or Ye’or 2005). Such rhetoric found stark resonance during 
the French and Italian national elections of 2022.1 Sadly, it is now echoed in 
the Maghreb. On 21 February 2023, president Kaïs Saïed of Tunisia waved 
the spectre of “hordes of illegal migrants” bent on destroying his country’s 
Arab identity.2 “There is a criminal plan”, he claimed, “to change the compo-
sition of the demographic landscape in Tunisia”.3 Yet, in the countries of North 
Africa, more intimate anxieties mark public debate concerning population 
issues. Strong concerns have emerged regarding a perceived “marriage crisis” 
(‘Abdullah 2005; Abdel Aal 2010; Hasso 2011),4 corroborated, many claim, by 
a persistent rise in levels of celibacy among younger adults (‘Abdullah 2005; 
Charpentier 2015). Partisans of this view invoke the impressive increase in 
the age of first marriage for both women and men observed since the 1960s 
in North Africa and, more broadly, all Arab nations. This development was 
accompanied by a marked decline in fertility, recorded from Morocco to Egypt 
(Ouadah-Bedidi and Vallin 2000; Tabutin and Schoumaker 2005; Ambrosetti, 
Angeli and Novelli 2019). The parallelism of these two trends is consonant 
with the second phase of demographic transition, characterised by concomi-
tant decreases in mortality and fertility; for demographers, it raises no alarm.5

In actors’ eyes, however, the perception of a marriage crisis reveals the deep 
frustrations of singles “in waithood” (Singerman 2007), struggling to establish 
independent households in a context of higher marriage prestations and scarce 
housing ( Engelhardt and Schulz 2017; Bonci and Cavatorta 2021; Singerman 
2021).6 From Morocco to Egypt, un- or underemployed youths are impaired 
in achieving full-fledged (gendered) adulthood through motherhood or by be-
coming stable providers. Young women find themselves at pains to escape the 
control of their parents and agnates by way of marriage and are at the same 
time apprehensive of remaining single beyond their “prime” (Asaad and Krafft 
2015; Charpentier 2015; Asaad, Ghazouani and Krafft 2018). More generally, 
potentates are wary of the supposed propensity of frustrated youths (shabāb) 
to foment social and political turbulence (Fargues 2017: 3), even as conserva-
tives, notably among clerics, denounce the “spread of vice” they attribute to 
the “excessive” emancipation of women and the “spinster revolution” (Yamani 
2008: 52).7

The convergence of these tensions touches at the heart long-established 
modes of social reproduction and gender hierarchy. It must be recalled that 
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for Muslims marriage alone enables access to both legitimate sexuality and 
afÏliation to a patrifocused, kinship-based collective through nasab. This 
foundational descent process guarantees the transgenerational continuity of 
patronymics and legitimacy with afferent rights and duties shared by kin and 
in-laws, two categories which frequently overlap in clusters organised around 
still frequent cousin or arranged marriages (Conte and Walentowitz 2009: 
218). The benefits of belonging to an extended network of solidarity include 
support in daily life and conflicts, intergenerational solidarity, certain inheri-
tance rights, and, not least, facilitated access to marriage for oneself and one’s 
offspring. Inversely, however, nasab afÏliation subordinates the individual to 
multiple social obligations, sometimes including constrained marriage. By im-
plication, illegitimate birth, or paternal abandonment, entails a denial of basic 
rights, notably that to carry a recognised patronymic as well as to inherit and 
acquire nationality (Conte 2020; 2021). Extricating oneself from the web of 
kinship is often central for youths aspiring to autonomy yet can imply severing 
irreplaceable ties of relatedness.

Beyond this nexus of impediments and misgivings individuals may experi-
ence as a “marriage crisis”, does the universal deferral of matrimony amongst 
younger cohorts denote a broad societal disruption? Or should the ongoing 
debate over transformations of marriage practices and personal status laws 
be taken, rather, as a point of accumulation at which antagonisms between 
evolving gender regimes (see Hafez 2012), a persistent dearth of economic 
perspectives, and increasing socio-religious conformism converge? Seen in 
this perspective, women’s successful pursuit of higher education often proves 
ineffectual as gender bias still restricts access to durable employment after 
marriage; the preponderance of the informal sector generates employment 
insecurity for all; rapid and intense urbanisation widely degrades conditions of 
habitat; and massive domestic and international migration flows risk fracturing 
webs of relatedness among kin, further skewing patterns of marriage and re-
production. Despite all, the recourse to non-conventional, unregistered forms 
of marriage in response to the “crisis” and, conversely, the feared emergence of 
“terminal celibacy” remains statistically limited (see Muṭlaq 2002; Dimashqī 
2005; Sindawi 2013; Guessous 2018). Indeed, “classical” matrimony remains 
an almost universal aspiration and, albeit with deferral, dominant practice 
throughout the Arab world (Hasso 2011; Salem 2015: 3). This constant reflects 
the contested yet perduring hold of the nasab complex (Conte and Walentowitz 
2009; Conte 2022).
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The demographic trends that underpin this sociological evolution will here 
be addressed in anthropological light; shall be considered fertility decline, the 
rise of the age at first marriage for both genders, persistent age gaps between 
spouses, contextually distinct rates of consanguinity (defined as unions be-
tween first or second cousins), delayed marriage versus final celibacy (set at 
age 49), and the intensity and effects of son preference. Studying this panoply 
of enmeshed factors is no simple undertaking; for national surveys present 
substantial discrepancies in their framing, dates of completion, and degrees of 
precision. While nuptiality and fertility are well-studied, estimations regarding 
cousin marriage are particularly heterogenous; for they are rarely addressed 
in censuses, rather generated through local anthropological studies or medical 
surveys regarding the transmission of hereditary illnesses. Moreover, care must 
be afforded to disambiguate non-Arabic terms such as “family”, “kinship”, or 
“consanguinity”, which diverge semantically and contextually from their Ara-
bic analogues used by concerned actors. Resulting ambiguities may obfuscate 
interrelations between statistically framed demographic trends or rates and the 
gendered processes of kinship and alliance one seeks to elucidate.

Aspects of Fertility Transition

From the 1970s to the 1990s, all countries of North Africa experienced re-
markable declines in fertility rates, which proceeded in concert with a steep 
fall in mortality (Tabutin 1993; Puschmann and Matthijs 2015, Graph 7).8 
Fertility reduction reached maximum pace between 1986 and 1993. Libya 
presented the fastest and Egypt the slowest rate of decline (Zagaglia 2019: 45, 
Table 1, 48). In Tunisia, Morocco and Libya, total fertility rates [TFR] tended 
toward replacement level - i.e. the average number of children per woman at 
which a population remains constant from generation to generation - which 
stands at about 2.1 in North Africa. This level was only fully attained in Tuni-
sia, however (Assaad, Ghazouani and Krafft 2017: 8). In Algeria and, foremost, 
Egypt, while the decline was also consequential, the final stage of decrease 
from a TFR of 3 to 2 children has not materialised. Indeed, at the beginning 
of the 2000s, a fertility regression occurred, slight in Tunisia, significant in 
Algeria, and pronounced in Egypt, where the TFR appears, by 2018, to have 
stalled just above the three-child level, at 3.11 (Sayed 2019: 22).
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Table 1: The sharp decrease of Total Fertility Rates in North Africa 1960-2023

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2023 Decline

Morocco 7.04 6.67 5.73 4.02 2.80 2.59 2.35 2.27 67.8%
Algeria 7.50 7.64 6.95 4.56 2.57 2.84 2.94 2.77 63.1%
Tunisia 6.94 6.52 5.10 3.47 2.05 2.10 2.11 2.04 70.6%
Libya 7.37 8.10 7.22 4.97 2.85 2.60 2.51 2.35 68.1%
Egypt 6.79 6.12 5.58 4.48 3.44 3.21 2.96 2.84 58.2%

Source: https://population.un.org/dataportal/data/indicators/19/loca-
tions/504,12,788,434,818/start/1956/end/2023/table/pivotbylocation

Demographers designate the increases in the singular mean age at first mar-
riage [SMAM] observed throughout the region as the major proximate deter-
minant of fertility decline (Ouadah-Bedidi and Vallin 2000; Ouadah-Bedidi, 
Vallin and Bouchoucha 2012). Both outcomes were shaped by a multiplicity 
of interacting factors, prominent among which are (women’s) degree of access 
to, and duration of, education and labour market participation at successive 
stages of individual reproductive careers, a process favoured by an increased 
use of modern contraceptive means. Fertility levels, as opposed to the SMAM, 
often stand in inverse correlation with degrees of urbanisation, education, and 
wealth. Spanning the local variations of these indicators, the prohibition of 
sexual relations, let alone childbearing, outside of marriage implies on aggre-
gate that any delay in the age of marriage restrains fertility (Ouadah-Bedidi, 
Vallin and Bouchoucha 2012: 2; Ouaddah-Bedidi and Saadi 2014: 5). With 
this context in mind, certain country specificities of fertility decline should 
be considered.

National specificities

In Morocco, the decrease of women’s age of marriage from 26.3 in 2004 to 
25.5 years of age in 2018 went hand in hand with a longer-term progression in 
contraceptive prevalence, which progressed from 19.4 per cent at the beginning 
of 1980s to 70.8 per cent by 2018. In recent years, fertility continued to descend 
at a slow but regular pace from 2.41 in 2018 to 2.27 in 2023.9 Higher fertility 
among young women in the 15-19 age group, which affected Casablanca and 
Tangier to a greater extent than rural zones,10 could be indicative of a per-
sistence of early marriage in cities, and possibly, too, of a rise in extra-marital 
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births (Conte 2021: 80-1). Moreover, moderate fertility increase was also ob-
served among women over 35, reflecting a deferral of marriages.11 Overall, the 
proportion of married women went up notably, increasing from 52.8 per cent 
in 2004 to 58 per cent in 2014. The rise of nuptiality was particularly marked 
for 20- to 24-year-old women, progressing from 38.7 per cent to 47 per cent 
during the same period. Notwithstanding a surge in female celibacy at age 50, 
which progressed from 5.3 per cent in 2004 to 9.6 per cent in 2014, neither the 
recent evolution of fertility nor that of nuptiality announces a “marriage crisis”.

In Algeria, the decline of fertility rates proceeded at a slower pace than in 
Morocco in the 1980s and 1990s (Zagaglia 2019: 46, Fig. 1, Table 1), and, as 
of 2000, remained well above replacement level. Indeed, after a high of 7.7 in 
1965, the TFR reached a low of 2.46 in 2002 yet today (2023) stands at 2.77 
(Table 1).12 This evolution was marked by the economic crisis of the 1980s and 
was subsequently aggravated by the civil strife of the “black decade” (1991-
2000) with its estimated 200,000 fatalities (Kouaouci 2013: 117). During these 
years, some 1.5 million people were internally displaced, even as marriage and 
birth rates plunged (Kouaouci and Rabah 2013: 104, 120). After 2003, how-
ever, “the end of terrorism in Algeria likely engendered a need to reassert the 
importance of family ties through earlier couple formation and childbearing” 
(Ouadah-Bedidi, Vallin and Bouchoucha 2012: 4). Fertility having touched 
a low of 2.46 in 2002,13 indeed of 2.2 according to Ouadah-Bedidi, a rapid 
rebound ensued, favoured by the increase in contraceptive prevalence, which 
concerned circa 1/4 of married women in the early 1980s, and 2/3 by the 2002 
turning point in the fertility trend.14 Notwithstanding a post-conflict doubling 
of nuptiality in the 2000s and 2010s and a stabilisation, if not reduction, of 
women’s age of marriage, moderate fertility decline set in as of 2014, slipping 
from a high of 3.1 in 2016 to 2.77 in 2023.15 Noting a parallel with the other 
North African countries, Ouadah-Bedidi, Vallin and Bouchoucha (2012) at-
tribute the overall decline in fertility primarily to mothers’ advancing level of 
education, which converges with increases in the cost of child-rearing. Edu-
cation offers women options other than early marriage, which is notably less 
common in Algeria than in either Morocco or Egypt. Moreover, schooling most 
affects the fertility behaviour of the least educated, favouring the reduction of 
inequality among women (Ouadah-Bedidi, Vallin and Bouchoucha 2012: 3).

In 1960, Tunisia had a total fertility rate of 6.94; today, though, Tunisia is 
the only country in the North African region with a TFR stabilised under 
replacement level, at 2.04 in 2023, slightly above the 1.97 low registered in 
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2002.16 In contrast to Morocco or Algeria, no significant upturn has been reg-
istered during the 2000s, even as contraceptive prevalence, almost nil in the 
1960s, attained a maximum of 70.5 per cent in 1999, yet decreased to 51 per 
cent by 2018 (Frini and Müller 2023). This fertility trajectory is unique among 
the Arab countries - save Lebanon - and cannot be fully understood without 
reference to two “external” fields, namely law and education: 

Firstly, the Tunisian Personal Status Code of 1957,17 while retaining certain 
key tenets of sharia, was framed in a clearly secularist vein characterised as 
“state feminism” (Grami 2008: 350-4; Yacoubi 2016). In spite of the staunch 
opposition of conservative circles, the Code stipulated for the first time in the 
Arab world that marriage requires the consent of both parties (Art. 3); unions 
must be validated by an authentic act (Art. 4); adult women may conclude mar-
riage without the approval of their closest agnate or guardian (Art. 9), and may 
impose contractual conditions (Art. 11); further, the law forbade polygyny, or 
plural marriage (Art.18) as well as repudiation (ṭalāq) (Art. 30) and mandated 
that either spouse may initiate divorce proceedings (Art. 31). Subsequent stat-
utes authorised full adoption,18 and non-therapeutical abortion.19

The second decisive factor is the impressive progress of Tunisian women as 
regards educational achievement. Female literacy increased from 36 per cent 
in 1984 to 77 per cent in 2021.20 Notwithstanding the perduring gender gap in 
literacy, women have overtaken men in tertiary education, where the propor-
tion of female graduates reached 68.9 per cent in 2018 (see Assaad, Ghazouani 
and Krafft 2017).21 Assaad, Gazouani and Krafft argue that this advancement 
contributes to women “having fewer children, giving them the opportunity to 
go back to work after raising their children and to invest more in the human 
capital of their children” (2017: 9). Indeed, fertility is falling fastest among 
the most educated women, whose decision-making power in the couple is en-
hanced vis-à-vis often less educated husbands (Assaad, Ghazouani and Krafft 
2017: 8-9), thus tending to reverse a “traditional” order of gender precedence.

Libya was the last North African country to experience marked fertility con-
traction. From the highest regionally recorded maximum TFR of 8.13, in 1971, 
the rate fell continuously, receding to 2.85 in 2000, 2.35 by 2023.22 According 
to one analysis, the TFR even reached near-replacement level at 2.12 in 2023.23 
In the early 1980s, the authorities had favoured large families to promote the 
increase of the sparse indigenous population.24 Yet, while Libya today presents 
both the lowest contraceptive prevalence in North Africa, the fertility rate, 
somewhat counterintuitively, is at par with that of Tunisia. This apparent par-
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adox could, to some degree, stand in relation to the near disappearance of early 
marriage, now on 0.9 per cent.25 Bedouin heritage remains manifest, however, 
in that Libya presents the highest regional ratio of kin marriages, estimated at 
41.5 per cent of all unions in 2014 (UNFPA 2018, Fig. 13. See too Bozrayda, 
Shoeib and El-Shakmak 2019: 6691).26 In Libya, though, this practice is not 
coupled with higher fertility, particularly among the young.

Census figures indicate that the 2011 uprising against the Gaddafi regime 
temporarily slowed population growth,27 and household size diminished from 
c. 6 in 2007 to c. 5 by 2016.28 More broadly, the accelerated transition from a 
pastoral to an oil economy saw rapid urban extension, with Libya today post-
ing the second highest rate of urbanisation in Africa, at 81 per cent in 2021.29 
Today, however, Libya has the third lowest fertility rate in Africa.30 On the 
one hand, this trend was induced by women’s improved access to health care, 
education and, compared to other North African nations, slightly better access 
to the labour market.31 On the other hand, jural factors still severely constrain 
women’s agency. Both Article 6 of the Libyan Constitutional Declaration of 
2011, which states that all Libyans - presumably including women - are equal 
before the law, and the 1973 statute criminalising extra-marital sexual relations 
and allowing the exoneration of rapists through marriage with their victims are 
still in force.32 The transformation of reproductive behaviour in Tunisia, largely 
facilitated by early, systemic legal and societal reform, proceeded in Libya, 
by contrast, from an abrupt, often violent, socio-economic transition, during 
which gender inequality remained firmly anchored in law and in society.33

In Egypt, while fertility transition began as early as the 1960s, thus some-
what in advance of the other countries of North Africa, it proved more hesitant 
in pace (Zagaglia 2019: 46-8). The TFR, already under 7 in 1960, was the 
lowest among the five. Initially, the decline was sustained by a comparative-
ly high level of school attendance and prosperity, and notable progress in 
combatting infant mortality (El-Zeini 2008: 2-3). So too, Egypt introduced 
family planning in the early 1960s. The path toward replacement fertility thus 
seemed well traced, as the TFR descended to 3.2 by 2003. Yet, since the early 
1990s, it diminished at a slower rate than in the four other countries and then, 
from 2008 to 2015, underwent a reversal, before stalling at c. 3 (Rashad and 
Zaki 2012; Zagaglia 2019: 44-7).34 The relative “exceptionalism” of Egyptian 
fertility transition was often attributed to a “demographic regime […] char-
acterized by nearly universal and relatively early marriage, first births soon 
after marriage, and a common aversion to one-child families” (El-Zeini 2008: 
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161, with reference to Eltigani 2000).35 This assessment is consonant with 
the above-mentioned, progressive transition path and a low rate of celibacy. 
Yet, as John Casterline observed, “why marriage remains distinctly younger 
and more universal in Egypt as compared to its peer Arab societies is as yet 
an unsolved puzzle”.36 And still, the “marriage crisis” is prominent in public 
debate (‘Abdullāh 2005; Abdel Aal 2010; Conte 2023).37

Egypt developed family planning in the early 1960s in support of an explicit 
state policy of population reduction (Ambrosetti, Angeli and Novelli 2019: 
224-5; Inhorn 2018: 148-50). There remained, however, a still unmet need for 
family planning. This shortfall reflects both “missed opportunities” (Rasha and 
Zaki 2012: 4) as well as contraceptive discontinuation, resulting in unwanted 
births, even among couples who only desire two children (Eltigani 2000: 77; 
Khalifa et al. 2020). Egyptians do see advantages in having fewer children, 
be it women who may find that smaller families offer increased possibili-
ties for self-fulfilment (El-Zeini 2008: 163), or parents who struggle against 
low-quality employment and the increased costs of child-raising in times of 
economic hardship, as today (Assaad and Krafft 2015; Zalak and Goujon 2017: 
1016, 1019). Material constraints notwithstanding, however, “most women are 
weakly attached to [the two-child] goal and, indeed, perceive other advantages 
to having at least three children (including a higher probability of having at 
least one son and at least one daughter)” (El-Zeini 2008: 171).38 Ambivalence 
toward the two-child model notably prevails among the young, despite the 
al-Sissi government’s policy of Ithnayn kifāya or Two is enough (Rasha and 
Zaki 2012: 5; Ambrosetti, Angeli and Novelli 2019: 228, 240) and the increas-
ing promotion of contraceptive use among Egyptian men (Inhorn 2022: 326).

Fertility behaviour thus evolves in a field of antagonistic forces and goals, 
where the “commercialisation” of marriage attached to rising costs of dower, 
housing and childbearing (Singerman 2007) can flaunt representations of the 
ideal family size.39 Despite economic pressures, these consistently override the 
national goal of achieving replacement level fertility (Rashad and Zaki 2012: 
4). In this situation, even as many poorer Egyptians delay marriage, some 
3.6 million labour migrants working in the Gulf region do often dispose of 
the resources required to raise children,40 and moreover, it has been argued, 
might tend to favour numerous progeny under the influence of Peninsular 
socio-religious conservatism. Although the potential effects of migration on 
wealth differentials and the timing and levels of procreation have not been 
fully assessed, it has been shown that all educational categories have tended 
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toward fertility convergence (Al Zalak and Goujon 2017: 1000), with a high-
er birth rate observed among the most educated, and presumably better-off, 
women.41 In parallel, a slackening of women’s age at first marriage appeared 
in the period from 1998 to 2012 (Salem 2015: 6). Dissonances between the 
above-mentioned factors could help better to understand the persistent, if im-
perfectly realised, ideal of early and universal marriage, even in the face of 
what has been termed “poverty-activated Malthusianism” among wide sectors 
of the Egyptian population.42

Thoughts on fertility

Since the demise of foreign domination in the mid-twentieth century, all the 
countries of North African saw fertility decline at pace for decades, yet stall, 
indeed rebound, at or before reaching replacement level. Casterline refers to the 
widely invoked proposition that without making either sterilisation or induced 
abortion on request, or both, available as a means of fertility control, “rates 
at replacement level (or below) are almost never achieved”.43 The Tunisian 
transition is clearly a case in point, for abortion was authorised by laws of 
1965 and 1973 in the wake of a profound reform of personal status legislation 
(Feather 2020: 82). By contrast, in Libya, replacement level is being achieved 
although sterilisation is not practised, abortion is generally illegal under the 
penal code,44 and contraceptive prevalence remains distinctly lower than else-
where in North Africa.45 More so even than in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, 
fertility decline in Libya is strongly associated with the deferral of marriage, 
and thus the curtailment of sexual activity during potential parents’ years of 
highest fecundity.

Analysts often attribute extended marriage deferral to economic constraints, 
including deficient labour and housing markets, longer periods of education, 
or the “commercialisation” of marriage,46 which weighs financially on both 
families concerned due to the increased cost of both dowry (mahr) and dower 
(jihāz). The centrality of the jural factor, though, is not always given due con-
sideration, although laws impose crucial limitations on reproductive behaviour 
and the enactment of the marriage process. One only attains full adulthood at 
marriage, and even this crucial rite de passage requires confirmation through 
ensuing parenthood, preferably leading to the birth of a male heir. The sexuali-
ty procreation presupposes can only be legitimated by the validity of prior mar-
riage, which alone founds the offspring’s filiation by right of agnatic descent 
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(nasab). This requisite excludes recourse to plenary adoption (tabannī), with 
the notable exception of Tunisia. Whereas the norms of marriage are regulated 
through sharia-inspired personal status law, pre- and extramarital relations, it 
must be stressed, come under the purview of penal law and are thus subject to 
ḥadd sanctions. The total government of sexuality and reproduction by means 
of the articulation of civil and penal statutes is pivotal to the perpetuation of 
prevalent gender inequality. In their relations with the opposite sex, the young, 
observes Chakib Guessous, used to fear the police; today, they are increasingly 
apprehensive of religiously motivated, societal reprobation (2018: 233-234). 
The “new Arab family” (Hopkins 2001) emerges with a jural handicap that 
underpins the frustrations conveyed in speaking of a “family crisis”.

Spousal age gaps and early marriage

This section examines the evolution in recent decades of spousal age gaps 
in the five North African countries by comparing the singulate mean age at 
marriage for both sexes,47 as recorded in the successive censuses and health 
surveys available to us. We ask whether successive levels of spousal age gap 
follow a manifestly descending trend or, rather, perdure to a significant extent 
despite jural and societal changes that should a priori favour their reduction 
in the context of an evolving gender regime. A preliminary overview suggests 
that as the age at first marriage starkly increased for both men and wom-
en throughout North Africa, significant age gaps between spouses persisted. 
Apart from Egypt, the increase in the marriage age has been more pronounced 
among women than men. This persistent discrepancy arguably counters the 
potential gender-balancing effects of more than proportional increases in wom-
en’s ages at first marriage.

National specificities

Examining the Moroccan case, Bouchra El Bidaoui compares survey data 
concerning the years 2004, 2011 and 2018,48 which signal an increment in the 
average age gap between spouses from 7.2 years in 2004, to 7.7 in 2011, and 7.9 
years in 2018.49 She clearly associates this progression, observed in both rural 
and urban settings, with the agnatic bias characteristic of the nasab complex: 
“[…] men, whose goal is to perpetuate their lineage and increase their chances 
of procreation, generally opt for younger women who are not under pressure 
of the biological clock, whereas women favour men of stable economic status 
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who will guarantee the security and material comfort of their children and con-
sequently increase their chance of survival”.50 There ensues a self-sustaining 
process through which “numerous younger women find themselves on the mar-
riage market whereas men, in accordance with a timeless pattern, arrive with 
delay in order to accumulate financial resources” necessary to cover the costs 
of marriage and establish a separate residence; conversely, “the deficit of young 
men on the marriage market […] incites young women to marry older men”. A 
circular dynamic is thus maintained, whereby “men cumulate the power of being 
male with that of being older”; only “educated and actively employed women are 
more inclined to marry men close in age”,51 and they remain a minority. Further, 
the low level of female employment that continues to prevail in all North Africa 
(Bonci and Cavatorta 2021: 256-7) both enables and entertains the gender asym-
metry reflected in persistently high spousal age gaps. Notwithstanding national 
and regional specificities, these forces are at work from Casablanca to Cairo.

The situation observed in Egypt contrasts with that of Morocco. As discussed 
above, the total fertility rate stalled and again slightly rose before descending to 
3 in Egypt, while it bordered on replacement level for some years in Morocco 
(Adedini, Ogunwemimo and Luqman 2021: 15). In Egypt, between 1977 and 
2017 the rise in the SMAM was modest (1.4 year for men and 0.9 year for 
women) as opposed to Morocco (6.9 years for men and 6.4 for women from 
1971 to 2018). Salem even points to a slight ebb in the age at first marriage of 
Egyptian women and men of 15 to 24 between 1998 and 2012 (Salem 2015: 3; 
2016: 239). This trend is sustained by “the lack of jobs for women in the public 
sector and the inadequacy of the private (formal and informal) employment 
sector” (Al Zalak and Goujon 2017: 1022); general un- and underemployment 
“appear to have induced young married couples to have children earlier” (ibid.). 
Thus, “young women […] are marrying and bearing children earlier than pre-
vious cohorts even though they are more educated” (ibid.: 1021). Despite these 
divergences, both Egypt and Morocco have consistently presented high spousal 
age gaps since the 1970s, suggesting that age differential is a systemic facet 
of an historically rooted gender regime which, for now, appears largely im-
pervious, on aggregate, to women’s improved autonomy regarding access to 
education and their increased age of marriage.

One much debated practice that contributes to maintaining high average 
spousal age gaps is early marriage. According to tallies advanced by the Mo-
roccan Ministry of Health, “in 2011, 18.7 per cent of women ages 20-49 mar-
ried before the age of 18”.52 In 2022, UNICEF concluded that “31.5 per cent 
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of married, divorced or widowed women had been victims of early marriage 
before age 18, 41 per cent in the country and 26.3 per cent in cities”.53 In Egypt, 
too, female early marriage has not appreciably decreased: never-married 15- 
to 19-year-old females numbered 84.5 per cent of their age group in 1988 
and 85.3 per cent in 2014 (Al Zalak and Goujon 2017: 1003). This outcome 
is arguably reinforced by the fact that notwithstanding the 18-year minimal 
age of marriage stipulated in the reformed Moroccan Mudawwana (Personal 
Status Code) of 2004, family judges still acquiesce to some four out of five 
parental requests for early marriage.54 The situation is analogous in Egypt, 
where UNICEF estimated the prevalence of child marriage (measured as the 
proportion of 20 to 25-year-olds who married before 18) at 19.5 per cent in 
2000 and 17.4 per cent in 2014.55

In all countries where Islamic family law, codified or not, prevails, such 
unions are religiously “valid” if the arrangements made respect the minimal 
sharia requirements. “Customary” or so-called fātiḥa marriages, concluded by 
parents wishing to circumvent the legal age of marriage, are often portrayed 
as “engagements” (Yavuz-Altıntaṣ 2022: 29-31).56 The degree of asymmetry 
tolerated between spouses is sometimes such that one can legitimately speak 
of human trafÏcking rather than “marriage”.57 In Egypt, notably, child mar-
riage remains a burning issue.58 By contrast, the evolution of early marriage 
practices in Algeria and Tunisia followed a distinct pattern. Spousal age gaps 
here were lower in the 1970s than in Morocco or Egypt, and evolved little by 
2013-2014; at once, the increase in the SMAM was significantly higher than 
in Morocco and Egypt (see above).

As regards Algeria, between 1966 and 2008, the SMAM increased by 11.3 
years for women as opposed to 8.8 years for men, i.e. by 62 per cent as opposed 
to only 37 per cent (Kateb 2011: 18). A strong correlation appeared between the 
rapid increase in girls’ school attendance and a narrowing of the spousal age 
gap: whereas only a third of girls went to school in 1966-1967, 97.9 per cent did 
in 2010-2011 (Belarbi 2017: 282). Finally, when women took up shorter-term 
employment before (but more rarely after) marriage to constitute their dowry 
(jihāz), it is estimated that labour force participation delayed marriage by as 
much as three years (Kateb 2011: 18). Concomitantly, rates of early marriage 
plummeted: in 1966, one half of Algerian women married before reaching age 
20 and 90 per cent had done so by age 24 (Belarbi 2017: 282); the proportion 
of women marrying before age 18 fell to 2 per cent by 1998 and stalled at 3 
per cent in 2013.59
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Turning to Tunisia, at independence in 1956, 43.9 per cent of women married 
before reaching age 20; ten years later, the proportion had declined to 19, then 
to 6.7 per cent in 1984, and today stands at 3.5 per cent.60 Ouadah-Bedidi, 
Vallin and Bouchoucha find that from 1956 to 1994 spousal age gap decreased 
from 6.6 to 3.7 years, only then to undergo a slight inversion of trend [increas-
ing] significantly (from 3.4 years in 1994 to 4.6 in 2011) (2017). Historically, 
the impressive rise in women’s age at first marriage and the parallel waning 
of early marriage following the 1957 prohibition of polygyny and of agnatic 
guardianship at marriage were accompanied by greatly increased access to 
schooling for both sexes. Departing from a situation of dominant illiteracy at 
independence in 1962, 72.2 per cent of females and 86.1 per cent of males were 
literate by 2014. Access to schooling doubtless contributed much to increasing 
women’s marriage age, thus containing spousal age gap.

Just as in matters of fertility decline, Libya constitutes a singular case re-
garding spousal age gap. Again, data are sparse. Its estimated decline, though, 
from a difference of 5.9 years in 1973 to 4.3 years in 2014 would at first view 
support the assumption that a high rise in women’s age of marriage does con-
tribute, over time, to closing the gap. Yet, in Libya, men’s age of marriage rose 
proportionately much more than anywhere else. Although women’s SMAM 
jumped by an impressive 60.8 per cent from 1973 to 2014, men’s age increased 
by 61 per cent, thus limiting the decrease in the age gap. Both estimates are 
twice as high as in any other country considered. The fact that “64 percent of 
adult women have reached at least a secondary level of education compared 
to 45 percent of their male counterparts”61 could contribute to further limiting 
spousal age gap if accompanied by a reduction of the high prevalence of con-
sanguineous marriage (see below).

Marriage in “proximity”, matrimony between peers

Ambivalences

In demographic and sociological surveys, marriages between first or sec-
ond-degree cousins, i.e. between children or grandchildren, respectively, of 
two same- or opposite-sex siblings, qualify as consanguineous. Such unions 
are also termed “kin” or “cousin marriages”. “Rates of consanguinity”, of “en-
dogamy” or of “in-marriage” are often presented in binary terms: aggregates 
of unions, are, or are not, recorded as consanguineous. Such classifications 
can leave to one side marriages with more distant relatives or members of a 
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common agnatic descent group, which actors may also think of and describe 
as “proximate”. Frequencies and typologies presented must hence be read con-
textually, in accord with semantic variations, prevailing modes of descent, 
generational sequences, ethnic specificities, or regional particularities.

Binary computation can easily obfuscate the rich complexity of what in Ara-
bic is generally termed al-zawāj al-aqārib, literally “marriage among persons 
who are close”, an expression well rendered by the French “mariage entre 

proches” (see Bonte 1994). In discussing this phenomenon, it is important 
to dissipate certain sources of ambiguity. The biological connotation of the 
English term consanguinity, marked by its etymology, which metaphorically 
refers to “shared blood” (com + sanguineus), departs markedly from the com-
monest Arabic renderings of the notion of “kinship”, namely qarāba, literally 
signifying “proximity” in all its acceptations, or nasab, i.e., here, genealogical 
closeness, particularly in the agnatic line (see Ibn Manẓūr n.d.: s.v. QRB and 
NSB). Scripture neither recommends nor prohibits cousin marriage (see Quran 
4:22), consenting to it in accordance with the legal precept that what is not 
forbidden (ḥarām) is allowed (mubāḥ).

The most frequently practised form of cousin marriage in societies where 
the nasab complex prevails is that between the children of full brothers (ibnā’ 
al-‘amm). The notions of ‘amm (paternal uncle) and ibn/bint ‘amm (father’s 
brother’s son/daughter) are, however, highly versatile and may be applied by 
extension as terms of respect or affection to designate any “uncle” or “cousin”, 
respectively. In an agnatically inflected system of classification, no two chil-
dren can be closer, or more “equal”, than those of two male siblings: the bint 

‘amm is the “most equal” peer of the ibn ‘amm, the son of the father’s brother. 
In Maghrebian Berber contexts, however, matrilateral ties also find favour. 
Beyond descriptive designations of genealogical positions, what is fundamen-
tally at issue is the quality of statutory parity between marriageable persons, of 
homogamy. This meaning is encapsulated in the term kafā’a, the precondition 
of any “sound” marriage, which transcends, while encompassing, genealogical 
closeness in the scope of nasab.

National specificities

Media sources often announce the demise of kin marriage in “modern” Mo-
rocco,62 yet at second glance this verdict seems somewhat hasty. The overall 
estimated prevalence of cousin marriage for women did indeed decrease from 
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33.0 per cent in 1987 to 29.3 per cent in 1995.63 By 2010, the purported frequen-
cy reached 20.6 percent for men and 22 per cent for women.64 By contrast, the 
2018 survey, no doubt considering a broader range of cousins, estimates the 
overall rate of kin marriages at 29 per cent in 2011 and 23.4 per cent in 2018.65 
However the enquiry is framed, though, a longer-term decline is observable. 
Still, such levels of kin marriage continue to represent a sizeable proportion 
of unions and remain an integral facet of the dynamics of marriage alliance.

As in many North African contexts, kin marriage in Morocco is more 
frequent among poorer than richer women (26.4 vs. 18.7 per cent), and rural 
than urban dwellers (26.5 vs. 21.4 per cent); and women with secondary 
or higher education are less likely to take a cousin spouse than those with 
no school certificate (14.0 vs. 26.2 per cent). Contrary to what one might 
expect in a socio-jural system predicated on agnatic filiation, matrilateral 
cousin unions are now more numerous than patrilateral marriages among 
the youngest wives, aged 15 to 19 (8.8 vs. 7.7 per cent of all marriages), than 
among 35-39 year-olds (4.5 vs. 7.3 per cent);66 this suggests a novel interplay 
of “Arab” and “Berber” traditions that could indicate a gender-balancing in 
the enactment of filiation. Yet, press reports (e.g. Al Jaï 2021) arguing that 
the increasing prevalence of nuclear domestic units denotes a “decline” of the 
“traditional family” may underestimate the intensity of intermeshed bonds 
of relatedness through marriage, descent or elective kinship67 that stubbornly 
transcends the reconfiguration of complex or extended families in conditions 
of urban habitat and rural exodus.

In Algeria, the 1986 prevalence of kin marriage reached 41 per cent, up from 
30 per cent in 1970 due to frequent rural-urban as well as urban-rural move-
ments of related partners (Kouaouci 1996: 439). By 2012, this proportion had 
descended again to 32.8 per cent (Oussedik 2014). The 2019 data offered by the 
UNICEF MICS study signals,68 however, a sharp fall in kin marriage among 
women of the 15 to 49 age group, with an overall prevalence of only 20.3 per 
cent. The suddenness of this broad decline coincides, as noted in Morocco, 
with a significant shift in the balance between unions with paternal and mater-
nal cousins.69 In 1999, cousin unions represented 30.5 per cent of all marriages, 
divided between 16.5 per cent patrilateral and 13.4 per cent matrilateral. The 
two categories were balanced during the 2009-2013 period (9.1 vs. 8.5 per 
cent), whereas from 2014 on, matrilateral unions became more numerous (6.6 
vs. 5.9 per cent), even as the overall prevalence of cousin marriage decreased. 
This implies a redefinition of the status and scope of kin marriage among 
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younger generations, where, argue Ouadah-Bedidi and Saadi, spouses may, 
but no longer must, be chosen in a wider familial circle. Yet cousin marriage 
can well result from personal choice or, sometimes, represent an option of last 
resort (Ouadah-Bedidi and Saadi 2014: 19).

Addressing the case of Tunisia, Ben Halim et al. emphasise “the persistence 
of a relatively high level of parental consanguinity […] at a rate which has 
remained almost unchanged over the last four decades despite the profound 
societal changes that have occurred” (2013: Conclusion). In the years 1991 to 
2001, ofÏcial sources estimate that 21 per cent of all extant marriages con-
cluded between “close” relatives, in addition to 19 per cent of “unknown con-
sanguineous unions” (ibid.: Introduction). The situation depicted by the 2014 
Tunisia Labour Market Panel Survey is, however, of a very different order: 
“84 per cent of marriages taking place in the ten years prior to the survey 
involved nuclear family residence arrangements, and [only] 14 per cent of 
marriages were kin marriages” (Assaad et al. 2018: 181). Inverse correlations 
appear between consanguinity, on the one hand, and, on the other, nuclear/
neolocal family residence, economic status and educational level. Those “cur-
rently living in poorer households are less likely to have had nuclear living 
arrangements at marriage (72 per cent of those in the poorest quintile) and are 
more likely to marry their kin (24 percent) than those … in the richest quintile 
of households, 95 per cent [of whom] lived in a nuclear family household at 
marriage, and just 4 percent married kin” (Assaad et al. 2018: 181). Female 
access to education emerges as a key determinant of the transformation of 
kin marriage: “Overall, nearly one-third of Tunisian women are now more 
educated than their spouses and a further 39 per cent have the same level of 
education as their spouse. These developments are likely to continue shaping 
women’s relative empowerment within marriage” (Assaad et al. 2018: 179.) 
This would hardly have been possible without the 1957 abolition of marital 
guardianship, the development of female-initiated divorce and, uniquely, of 
full adoption. Combined, these developments promote spousal isogamy, if not 
male hypergamy, as finely argued by Anaris (2018) for Algeria.

Once again, Libyans strike a divergent note. The consanguineous marriage 
ratio for all those currently married is assessed at 41.5 per cent. Are promi-
nently concerned 39.5 per cent of women aged 20 to 24 in 2014.70 This strong 
prevalence is very likely correlated with an increase in the number of young 
women marrying much older men, an effect not fully apparent in the spousal 
age gap estimates quoted above: “the proportion of women aged 15-19 years, 
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i.e. the newest generation, who are married to men who are older than them by 
more than 10 years is 56.2 per cent of the total number of girls married in this 
age group, while this proportion was only 24.2 per cent for married women 
in the 30-34 age group).71 Interpreting these observations would require more 
recent data and analysis to determine if recurrent political violence led young 
women to seek “security” in older partners, or whether, alternatively or con-
jointly, pressures exercised by agnates still very attached to tribal solidarities 
(‘aṣabiyyāt) continue to wield stronger influence on “their” women’s partner 
choices than in other North African contexts. Local observers highlight both 
a “marriage crisis” reflected in the exceptionally steep increase in ages of 
marriage (see above) and a deleterious effect of pronounced “endogamy” on 
“nation building”.72

According to the Egyptian Demographic and Health Survey of 2005, “even 
in urban areas […] around one-quarter of women marry a blood relative. […] 
the highest rate of consanguineous marriages is found in rural Upper Egypt, 
where around half of marriages are between relatives. The rate of consanguin-
eous marriage is lowest in urban Lower Egypt (20 per cent) and the Urban 
Governorates (23 per cent)”.73 Here appear strong cross-correlations between 
area of residence, female access to education, and economic standing: “A wom-
an’s chance of marrying a relative decreases from 41 per cent among women 
with no education to 24 percent among women with a secondary education or 
higher. […] It decreases by wealth quintile, from a level of 43 per cent among 
women in the lowest wealth quintile to 20 per cent of women in the highest 
quintile”.74

Table 2: Cousin marriage in Egypt (%)

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

Patrila- 

teral 1st 

cousin %

2005 11.0 6.5 17.5 4.4 2.9 7.9 24.8 7.4 32.2

2014 11.6 6.4 17.5 4.2 2.7 6.9 24.4 7.1 31.5

Source: DHS 2014 (2015)75

In a 2010 cross-sectional survey involving 10,000 couples, Shawki et al. 
broadly confirm these findings. They calculate the national prevalence of 
consanguinity at 35.3 per cent, with important regional variations and levels 
ranging from 21.7 pet cent in Assiut to 36.1 per cent in Great Cairo and 42.2 
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per cent in Sohag; prevalence reached 59.9 per cent in rural areas, 23.5 per 
cent in semi-rural settings and 16.7 per cent in urban zones. Further, they 
stress that kin marriage is “associated with decreased age of marriage, low 
educational level and unemployment in the couples which means that the 
socio-economic determinants are still working in maintaining this high rate 
of consanguinity” (Shawki et al. 2011: 157). The 2014 Demographic and 
Health Survey indicates that “a woman’s chance of marrying a blood relative 
varies from a high of 37 per cent among women with no education to 26 per 
cent among women with secondary or higher education. […] The proportion 
of women marrying blood relatives decreases with the wealth quintile, from 
a level of 43 per cent among women in the lowest wealth quintile to 18 per 
cent of women in the highest quintile”.76

Unfortunately, no new national data has been made available since 2014. 
Still, Ahmed argues “that the overall frequency of consanguinity among youth 
in Egypt is still high (27.4 per cent)” (2017: 17). Regional variations suggest, 
however, that the youth kin marriage rate remains at 43.6 per cent in rural 
Upper Egypt, yet has decreased to 13.2 per cent in urban Lower Egypt, and 
thus in Cairo. He further shows that “consanguineous marriage is significantly 
associated with a higher number of brothers and sisters and higher birth order” 
(Ahmed 2017: 87), a pattern fully consonant with the observed regional varia-
tions. There is no doubt that arranged cousin marriage is viewed as increasing-
ly incompatible with the desire for greater individual agency in partner choice, 
as reflected in press coverage and on the screen.77 Yet, tolerance toward chosen 
cousin marriage perdures even as obedience to parents remains a significant 
constraint in partner selection.78 Shawki et al. also observe that in the current 
context of prolonged “waithood”, or “marriage crisis”, “many girls prefer to 
marry a relative instead of waiting for another unrelated husband to decrease 
the expenses of marriage” (2011: 161). As shown for other North African coun-
tries, the prevalence of kin marriage is globally on the decline at the national 
level but remains a systemic phenomenon reflecting the foundational role of 
the sibling bond that strongly singularises marriage dynamics on a regional 
and class basis.

Kin marriage, “progress”, and “modernisation”

Consanguinity can operate as a contributing factor to higher fertility due to 
the lower average age at marriage among cousin spouses, a lower average level 
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of female education and access to paid employment after marriage. Correspond-
ingly, kin spouses often present a smaller age difference and are less prone to 
form a nuclear household (Assaad and Krafft 2015: 547). Classically reproduced 
from one generation to the next in the context of broader strategies of proximity 
(qarāba) (e.g. Ferchiou 1992; Conte 2011), cousin marriages tend to reinforce 
primarily agnatic solidarities, continuity of lineage (nasab), and concentration of 
wealth in the male line. Still, it would be hasty to assume that cousin unions are 
necessarily forced marriages. Indeed, the great proximity of siblings’ children 
during their upbringing can generate special afÏnities that make marriage at 
adolescence appear “natural”. So too, it may appear more desirable to young peo-
ple than a long period of waithood in search of a hypothetical unrelated spouse 
(Ouaddah-Bedidi and Saadi 2014: 19). Such patterns of alliance are consonant 
with the spirit of nasab and reinforce its transgenerational character.

An argument often advanced to explain the persistence of cousin marriage is 
the purportedly lesser cost of dower (mahr) it entails. This is often attributed to 
the higher degree of trust obtaining between related in-laws, which, it is hoped, 
may increase the material security and social standing of the wife while de-
creasing the likelihood of repudiation. Interestingly, however, Asaad and Krafft 
demonstrate with relation to Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt, countries otherwise 
quite distinct as regards marriage patterns, that, “after accounting for other char-
acteristics, consanguineous marriages do not cost less in general, but do allow 
for earlier marriages and are associated with a higher likelihood of extended 
household arrangements upon marriage” (2015: 534). The desire to unite peers in 
homogamous marriage arguably constitutes a stronger incentive than cost alone.

Kin marriage is often dubbed “traditional”, i.e. pre-modern, thus implying 
that portraying it as an integral facet of the social order today, and a keystone 
of the prevailing gender regime, betrays a certain essentialism (see, by contrast, 
Inhorn 2012, ch. 4). As observed by Hussein (2002: 49), certain authors (e.g. 
Haj 1988; 1995) argue that the prevalence of kin marriage, and indeed the rel-
evance of (extended) kinship at large, decrease in proportion to an assumedly 
predestined advance of “modernisation” Yet, in contrast, it can be argued 
with reference to the societies of North Africa that one should avoid viewing 
the dynamics of marriage alliance, of which consanguinity remains a notable 
aspect, through the reductionist prism of binary oppositions contrasting “tra-
dition” and “modernity” or “forced” and “free” marriage; for this approach is 
ultimately predicated on a teleological vision of progress and the primacy of 
the individual vis-à-vis the collective.
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The node of ambiguation here manifest stems from a Eurocentric under-
standing of relatedness through marriage alliance which could easily lead one 
to overlook the symbiotic relationship of all modalities of marriage, consan-
guineal or not, in North African contexts. The danger is that a formal sta-
tistical/demographical classification of marriage based on the aggregation of 
singular traits and occurrences might obviate the gendered process of kinship, 
marriage, and residence of which rates of prevalence are but markers. The goal 
of building a marriage alliance for actors is clearly not to fit into a preferred 
genealogical category or, less, exemplify an abstract model of “Arab marriage”; 
it is, rather, while avoiding female hypergamy, to generate parity (kafā’a) be-
tween spouses and to ensure the couple’s insertion into a broader collective.

The many shades of “celibacy”

The “marriage crisis” is often seen as an immanent force which impedes 
actors’ capacity to generate and recreate proximity through marriage alliance. 
“Celibacy” is its hallmark. Corresponding perceptions often rest on a confla-
tion of delayed marriage and definitive celibacy. Confusion may thus obtain 
between marrying at an age higher than that at which “one [particularly] a 
woman should” and never marrying, which in the demographic acceptance 
generally means remaining celibate until age 50. This is hardly surprising in 
societies long accustomed and deeply attached to early, universal marriage and 
parenthood which have come to know ever higher ages of marriage during de-
mographic transition. Deferred nuptiality can be experienced as compromising 
access to full adulthood for individuals, and a factor weakening the relational 
“density”, and hence relevance, of the kin-focused networks and collectives to 
which all persons are afÏliated. Protracted celibacy is deemed “undignified”, 
especially for women (Labidi 2017). The syndrome of celibacy challenges the 
agnatically biased gender regime, contested though it is by many, as well as 
hitherto accepted patterns of precedence and dependency between the gener-
ations and within sibling sets.

National specificities

In Morocco, a near doubling of the proportion of women unmarried at 49 oc-
curred between 2004 and 2014, clearly exceeding the increase of final celibacy 
among men. Even at age 55, the overall rate of final celibacy rose from 3 per 
cent in 2004 to 5.9 per cent in 2014, attaining 6.7 per cent for women and 5.1 
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per cent for men. The increase is more pronounced among city-dwellers (6.7 
per cent) than rurals (3.8 per cent).79 A certain Moroccan paradox has, however, 
emerged: as the proportion of celibate women at 49 increased, so did the pro-
portion of all married persons over age 15. This ratio passed from 52.8 in 2004 
to 57.8 per cent in 2020 for women and from 52.7 to 57.9 per cent for men.80

Table 3: Morocco: Celibacy for age group 45-49 (%)

Year 2004 2010 2014

Men Women Men Women Men Women

All 4.9 5.3 5.8 6.7 7.4 9,6
Urban 5.9 6.8 6.6 8.0 8.6 10.6
Rural 3.2 3.1 4.0 4.8 5.0 7.0

Source: HCP 2021, p. 14, Table 4 and p. 15, Table 5.81

Clearly, the “marriage crisis”, largely amplified by the press and social me-
dia,82 in no way reflects a refusal of marriage as an institution, rather the 
increasing difÏculties experienced in achieving marital status or a decreasing 
tolerance of associated constraints, as will be discussed below.

In Algeria, the one-time quasi-universality of marriage has given ground 
to a significant prevalence of final celibacy (See Table 4). Belarbi argues that 
this trend set in as those born after independence and during the demographic 
boom of the 1970s, having experienced the “black decade”, reached age 50 
(2017: 281-283, 289).

Table 4: Algeria: Unmarried men and women at 20-24 and never-married at 45-49 (%)

Year 1992 2006 2013

Unmarried men aged  20-24 95.7 98.4 97.3

Unmarried women aged  20-24 70.4 83.4 74.2

Never-married men aged 45-49 2.2 3.4 5.3

Never-married women aged 45-49 1.9 3.0 8.1

Source: Belarbi 2017: 282-283.

Concomitantly, Delenda shows, the gap between the proportions of the mar-
ried and the single all but disappears after age 50 (2018: 19). This observation 
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sustains Ouadah-Bedidi and Saadi’s contention that despite the hurdles to be 
overcome in constituting their dowry (jihāz), only 15 per cent of women expe-
rience difÏculty in finding a partner, as opposed to 69 per cent of men, faced 
with the major challenge of providing a home and adequate family revenue 
(2010: 18; see too Belarbi 2017: 283). All considered, Belarbi concludes that 
in Algeria, just as in Morocco, there is no rejection of marriage in principle, 
only a significant deferral mainly attributable to economic constraints and 
protracted access to education. He notes, yet, that new, non-conventional types 
of unions remain to be studied (2017: 289), which, as responses to unwanted 
celibacy, might, in the longer run, reduce acceptance of the “matrimonial im-
perative” still so solidly rooted in religion, law, and social normativity. This 
nexus of systemic tensions sustains the discourse of conservative circles, nota-
bly amongst clerics, in the Arab world. And the fear of those who, engaging in, 
euphemistically put, non-conventional unions risk incurring penal sanctions.

In 1975, years after Habib Bourghiba’s promulgation of revolutionary per-
sonal status legislation, marriage in Tunisia was still quasi universal, with 98.5 
per cent of women and 97.0 per cent of men from 15 to 49 married. By 2004, 
however, 5.6 per cent of women and 4.3 per cent of men were never married 
by age 49. While aware of this change, the government did not develop an ac-
tive policy to promote or facilitate marriage, comparable, for example, to the 
Libyan marriage fund. The islamist association al-Afef (Purity), by contrast, 
organised widely publicised collective marriages after 2011 with the bene-
diction of the Ministry of Religious Affairs.83 In 2014, Rāshid al-Ghannūshī, 
co-founder of the islamist al-Nahda (Renaissance) party (and recently arrested 
by president Kaïs Saïed), encouraged “older women” to marry, “evoking the 
case of the Prophet Muḥammad who married Khadīja when she was in her 
forties” (Labidi 2017: 25).

Table 5: Tunisia: Unmarried men and women at 20-24 and never-married at 45-49 (%)

Year 1984 1994 2004 2014

Unmarried men aged  20-24 91.4 96.3 97.7 96.9

Unmarried women aged 20-24 59.0 72.3 85.5 81.8

Never-married men aged 45-49 2.7 3.0 4.1 6.7

Never-married women aged 45-49 1.6 2.3 5.4 8.1

Sources: INS 2014,84 Touhami 2018. http://data.un.org/DocumentData.aspx?id=337 (last 
accessed on 6 April 2024), Tunisia.
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Clinical psychologist Imed Ghrairi observes that many mature, well-qual-
ified women, having achieved, as once wealthy trader Khadija, professional 
success and financial autonomy, but confronted with solitude, either consent 
to marry “the first comer to settle down or opt for eternal celibacy to avoid 
failure”.85 Less well-off women, too, may refuse to marry a man without stable 
employment so as to avoid a hypergamic union perceived as derogatory to 
their dignity. For their part, many men can neither cover the conspicuous ex-
penses required to conclude a “proper” marriage, nor ensure the high standard 
of living demanded by would-be in-laws. In a country guaranteeing women 
many prerogatives, yet plagued by chronic un(der)employment, the distinction 
between voluntary and forced celibacy can thus prove difÏcult to establish.

Anthropologist and psychologist Lilia Labidi analyses, for her part, the new-
ly developed situation of Tunisian women who, excluded from the ritual of 
marriage and the social consideration it brings, confront celibacy by adopting 
what she terms a “mystic ascetic” attitude. This implies strict observance of re-
ligious codes and prescriptions to forge an irreproachable, publicly recognised 
“moral personality”. In so doing, women seek “new emancipatory gender sit-
uations, certainly within an Islamic framework but one where the private and 
public spheres have become political” (Labidi 2017: 27).

By contrast, Dr. Ghrairi further reports that “sexual relations outside the 
framework of marriage are more and more frequent. This change of mentality 
concerns all social categories and regions of the country. Physical frustration 
no longer exists among celibates, but the counterpart is that religious and 
traditional values no longer have the same impact on youth”.86 The al-Nahda 
party was not the last to react to this trend, rather positioned itself in the po-
litical forefront so as (somewhat opportunistically) to encourage its younger 
followers, in particular students, to conclude temporary marriage, known as 
zawāj al-misyār (“traveller’s marriage”) or zawāj al-frand (from the English 
“boyfriend” or “girlfriend”) (Sindawi 2013: 117). Such unions offer a novel 
adaptation indeed to the “marriage crisis”. They are illegal but not religiously 
invalid if based on a contract, even if unwritten, and concluded in the presence 
of two witnesses. This option has found rather wide reception (see Guessous 
2018; Conte 2022). 

The parallel emergence in North Africa of these two antagonistic modes of 
addressing celibacy, definitive or temporary, suggests that a wedge has now 
been hewn into the moral and jural edifice of the marriage institution, hitherto 
intractable for based on the theological imperative to marry and multiply.
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Levels of never-marriage in Egypt are well below those observed in other 
North African countries - except Libya for which adequate data is lacking - 
and indeed any Arab country (Salem 2016: 231). According to the Egyptian 
Labor Market Panel Survey of 2006, celibacy concerned only 2.2 per cent 
of women and 1.5 per cent of men ever married by age 50 (quoted by Salem 
2016: 252). In 2014, the celibacy rate for women was only 1.7 per cent, with, 
unfortunately, no figures available for men.

Table 6: Egypt: Never-married women for age groups 20-24 and 45-49

Year 1988 1995 2005 2014

Women 20-24 40.3 41.9 48.9 38.9

Women 45-49 1.8 1.2 1.7 1.7

Sources: Egyptian Demographic and Health Surveys from 1988 to 2014 (https://dhspro-
gram.com); Al Zalak and Goujon 2017: 1993.

This pattern suggests that marriage has become no less common among the 
young; it also supports Salem’s assessment, according to whom “contrary to 
the public discourse on celibacy and spinsterhood, never-marriage has nev-
er been, nor is […] currently, prevalent among women in Egypt. […] In this 
realm, the crisis is more myth than reality” (2016: 235). Equally, Salem adds, 
“these findings will be welcomed by those in government who regard delayed 
marriage among men as a potential source of political radicalism and social 
disruption” (2015: 8).

Other factors must, however, also be considered. In Egypt, there obtains 
an inverse relationship between low final celibacy and the frequency of girl 
marriage, which, as mentioned above, surpasses levels observed in the other 
North African countries (see above).87 The control of female sexuality through 
early arranged or forced marriage is also starkly manifest in the near univer-
sality of female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C). This practice is clearly 
associated with child marriage, which has only been illegal in Egypt since 
2008. UNICEF estimates that “91 per cent of girls and women aged 15 to 49 
in Egypt have undergone FGM/C”.88 The nexus of child marriage after genital 
mutilation requires further, interdisciplinary study. Yet it can plausibly be ad-
vanced that this complex presents “a major risk factor for marital dissolution”, 
which has, in parallel, starkly risen of late: “research suggests that 40 per cent 
of marriages end within the first five years. As of 2017, divorce rates in Egypt 
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were reported to be between 39.3 and 60.7 per cent, depending on rural and 
urban locations” (Mendoza, Tolba and Saleh 2020).89 In sum, high marriage 
prevalence at all ages and a rise in divorce rates are concurrent, even as child 
marriage remains sadly commonplace. Investigating this specific conjunction 
of factors might contribute to elucidating the “Egyptian puzzle”.

Celibacy versus marriage deferral

This cursory comparison of the different shades and degrees of non- and nev-
er-marriage in the countries of North Africa shows that despite significant local 
variations in age-related levels of prevalence, marriage remains for the vast 
majority of people a desirable goal and a socio-religious responsibility. The 
notion of a “marriage crisis” expresses the widespread perception that contin-
gent factors related to changes in the economy of marriage, largely shaped by 
the chronically problematic state of the national economies, makes achieving 
marriage increasingly challenging, and sometimes impossible. This condition 
is aggravated by the fact the domestic unit is ever less a self-sustaining locus 
of economic production, whence “marriage strategies” may be autonomously 
deployed in conjunction with analogous units, whether or not related through 
preexistent bonds of kinship (qarāba). The question thereby arises as to wheth-
er the “nuclearisation” of “the (new) Arab family” will, with time, qualitatively 
transform the agnatic order of normativity associated with the primacy of 
nasab, and thereby open the way to a structurally distinct gender regime. One 
indicator to be considered in this regard is the issue of son preference in birth 
planning.

Son Preference

In societies where agnatic bias is particularly pronounced, parents desire, in-
deed require, the birth of a son to ensure the transmission of name and lineage 
and to avoid the dispersion of assets beyond the close circle of male agnates. 
As aggregate fertility tends towards replacement level, however, the “risk” 
rises for couples of not engendering a male (Barakat and Basten 2014: 285-6). 
Thus, Casterline observes, “the lack of firm and widespread commitment to 
a two-child norm may reflect a recognition that stopping at two children can 
leave one without either a son or a daughter”.90

With demographic transition, the question of sex preference has been set in 
new terms. Stricter birth planning and the recourse to preimplantation genetic 
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screening have become more relevant options for parents as the average family 
size decreased. In the Egyptian case, strong son preference is documented from 
the 1970s to the 1990s (Yount, Langsten and Hill 2000; see too El Gilany and 
Shady 2007; Inhorn 2022), yet this trait is in no way exclusionary, as seen in 
China or India, where selection against girls has significantly modified sex 
ratios. The Egyptian situation is portrayed by El-Zeini as follows: “In settings 
with a clearly gendered division of roles, sons and daughters serve categori-
cally different functions. In such settings, couples aspire to guarantee that they 
have at least one son and one daughter, a goal that, when aggregated, places 
upward pressure on fertility levels” (2008: 164).  

Is this finding relevant to other parts of North Africa? In a 1996 study, Ober-
meyer noted only a “weak preference for more sons in both Morocco and 
Tunisia” (1966: 67, 70). A decade later, D’Addato confirmed this assessment, 
showing that there is “no significant or clear evidence of sex preference among 
Moroccan mothers in the progression to the third child” (2006: 517). This 
observation contrasts with the widespread, in-principle acceptance of the two-
child goal in a broad context of nuclearisation and urbanisation, where often 
cramped living space can hinder the development of the domestic unit. While 
the will to have at least one son remains firm, the impact of son preference on 
fertility levels was shown, on aggregate, to be limited (Obermeyer 1996: 70). 
Yet complex relations obtain between the widespread conviction that begetting 
a male heir is vital, just as showing balanced affection towards boy and girl 
children is “natural”. Two related issues bring to light this structural tension 
opposing potentially antagonistic parental sentiments and thereby signal the 
emergence of a fundamental ambivalence in reproductive behaviour.

Firstly, embryo selection is increasingly accessible to parents seeking to 
compensate discrepancies between actual and desired birth outcomes (Inhorn 
2022). Although Sunni Muslim orthodoxy proscribes sex selection on Quranic 
grounds (Bokek-Cohen and Tarabeih 2020), the practice has gained in accept-
ability for couples who, after the birth of one or more girls, remain in want of a 
son. Indeed, in 2017, the Fatwa Global Centre of Cairo’s authoritative al-Azhar 
University opined that “this practice is tolerated so long as it remains within 
[…] moderate limits and has no evil effects on social balance”,91 i.e. on the 
sex ratio within kindreds and the wider population. In a surge of, as it were, 
“revolutionary conservatism”, this fatwa gives clear acquiescence to parental 
recourse to embryo selection technology, thereby confirming, however, the 
precedence accorded to preserving lines of paternal descent (nasab).
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Secondly, looking at son preference through the prism of desired birth out-
comes, demographic findings suggest that enactments of nasab in the wake of 
stark fertility transition are not monolithic. El-Zeini notes that “son preference, 
vis-à-vis preference for a balanced sex composition seems to be increasing in 
Egypt while declining in Morocco” (2009: 8). Imen argues that in contexts of 
low fertility, such as found in Morocco, “one quarter of modern Arab couples 
accepts […] that their succession proceed through girls. Thus, reduced fertil-
ity can upset the best anchored customs” (2023). As regards Algeria, where 
the fertility level is currently somewhat higher, she further shows that more 
women in both kin and non-kin marriages would prefer to have two daughters 
than two sons (ibidem). Although abû banât (“father of daughters”) remains 
an insult not lightly spoken to a man, couples’ actual sex preferences are in-
creasingly gauged in terms of gender balance rather than gender hierarchy or 
disparity (see Inhorn 2022: 151). This important shift in attitudes advances in 
tandem with increasing literacy and access to education. El Gilany and Shady 
claim based on their Egyptian survey that “mothers with illiterate husbands 
were nearly 10 times more likely to prefer [to bear] a son than those married 
to highly educated husbands” (2007: 119). Once couples achieve the desired 
sex balance among their progeny, though, births become more spaced, and 
contraception is privileged (2007: 119).

Outlook

Increasing recourse to new reproductive technologies including in vitro fer-
tilisation and infertility treatment for men, as well as couples’ greater flexibil-
ity in envisaging sex preference in relation to their desired number of children 
are characteristic of the “new Arab family” (Hopkins 2001; Inhorn 2022). Son 
preference is giving way to the desire for gender balance among offspring, but 
when only girls are born, those who have the means can turn to preimplanta-
tion sex selection, even at the risk of infringing a sharia injunction. This atti-
tudinal transformation was borne by households’ necessary accommodation to 
intense urbanisation, living under persistent economic stress for the majority, 
massive emigration from the Maghreb to Europe, or Egypt to the Gulf, not 
to mention coping with political insecurity, when not violence, and pervasive 
social fragmentation. The convergence of disruptive forces fostered extensive 
nuclearisation and the acceptance of bearing fewer children. Yet, as the usra 

(nuclear family) statistically overtakes the ‘â’ila (extended family), the bonds 
of qarāba that emotionally bind henceforth smaller domestic units under the 
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mantel of broader kin-focussed collectives are far from dissolved. New enact-
ments of nasab adapt flexibly to socio-economic change, yet arguably continue 
to sustain male precedence, notwithstanding the emergence of “different” or 
“supportive” masculinities (see Inhorn 2012; Inhorn and Naguib 2018).

How does this transition relate to deep changes affecting the demographic 
indicators considered? Fertility rates and ages of marriage oscillate, for now, in 
a narrow band of variation. The levels achieved, broadly speaking, could offer 
propitious conditions for the consolidation of gender equality were they to be 
accompanied by further, systemic change in the field of personal status law. 
In contrast, spousal age gaps remain higher than might have been expected 
considering the unprecedented increases of women’s SMAM. This persistent 
discrepancy, albeit at higher age levels, further sustains gender asymmetry 
where economic and jural discrimination against (younger) women persists. 
Spousal age gap, material disparity between partners and the prevalence of kin 
unions are closely intermeshed. Consanguineous marriage, as shown, remains 
a fundamental facet of the dynamics of kinship and alliance, yet is waning. Its 
relative decline points to a general evolution of the gender regime supported 
by young couples’ increasing decision-making latitude in partner choice, age 
of marriage and birth planning (cf. Moghadam 1993; 2020). These factors, 
combined, tend to make consanguineous unions less likely.

In abstract terms, sharp fertility decline imposes constraints on the availabil-
ity of cousin partners of appropriate sex and age, but only entails an effective 
decline in kin marriage frequency when fertility settles at replacement level 
or lower. At this point, the availability of specific types of would-be cousin 
partners, such as the children of two brothers, is no longer guaranteed for 
many (Barakat and Basten 2014: 298). This demographic shift explains in part 
the extension of marriage choices to matrilateral cousins, as noted above con-
cerning Algeria and Morocco, or to genealogically more distant peers. Other 
factors also explain the relative decline in levels of consanguinity that accom-
panies the process of nuclearisation. One is the increasing awareness of the 
potentially deleterious effects of excessive genetic proximity on one’s progeny 
(Tadmouri et al. 2009; El Goundali 2022). Equally important, though, is the 
“drift from land ownership to other forms of movable capital”, which coincided 
with the externalisation of productive functions away from the domestic unit 
(Barakat and Basten 2014: 300). Marriage configurations are thus less bound to 
land transmission and concentration strategies in extended agnatically focused 
networks. In parallel, there is a dwindling among younger generations of the 
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genealogical knowledge instrumental to devise such strategies (Adel 2009).
While no doubt contributing to the relative decline of cousin marriage, 

changes in the nature of inheritable assets have not been followed by an ad-
aptation of their mode of distribution within sibling sets. The division of in-
heritance among brothers and sisters is, as ever, guided by the Quranic in-
junction “Allah commands you regarding your children: the share of the male 
will be twice that of the female” in a similar kinship relation to the deceased 
(Quran 4:11). This basic principle of sharia is transcribed into codified state 
law throughout North Africa, including in “progressive” Tunisia.92 The “new 
Arab family” will remain staunchly inegalitarian in matters of inheritance for 
as long as the brother-sister relationship remains a primary locus of gender 
inequity.93

The second fundamental legal disposition blocking the advent of greater 
gender symmetry is the differential criminalisation of sexual relations outside 
of marriage. Zīnā, or “fornication”, is covered by penal rather than civil law, 
and entails very different penalties when applied to men or women (Conte 
2021: 101-2). Whereas pre- or extramarital affairs are frequently treated as 
peccadillos in the case of men, they inflict a prohibitive stain on the honour of 
women and, by repercussion, their agnates.

The conjunction of these two biases forms the keystone of gender asymme-
try. Brothers thus continue to wield often decisive influence in selecting their 
sisters’ husbands; they commonly arrogate their sisters’ legitimate claims to 
inheritance, including over their quranically allotted shares. Moreover, gains 
made by women during the decades of demographic transition in the field 
of personal status law, except regarding inheritance, have not restrained the 
paralegal entitlement of men to act as guardians of their sexual honour (‘irḍ). 
Both modes of control hail to a divinely ordained, hence inalterable, norma-
tive framework which continues to impair the relative autonomy women have 
recently forged in setting their age of marriage, choosing their spouse, and 
determining their reproductive behaviour. Notwithstanding the emergence of 
a “new Arab family”, and indeed a “new Arab man” (Inhorn 2012), laws and 
“customs” governing sexuality and marriage, when respected, operate to un-
dermine women’s prerogatives in even the most harmonious of couples, or, 
when infringed, condemn the female party alone to heavy atonement, includ-
ing moral exclusion from the field of nasab. It remains for further research to 
determine whether, and to what extent, these gendered disparities contribute 
to the widespread deferral or final relinquishment of marriage by a growing 
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proportion of women. Yet, while it truly can be said that the societies of North 
Africa have experienced a “reproductive revolution”, the perceived “family 
crisis” is very much a crisis of nasab kindled by resilient agnatic preeminence 
(see Conte 2021).

Édouard Conte, anthropologist, is Chercheur associé at the Institut de recherche sur la Famille 
(Fribourg) and Directeur de recherche émérite at the French National Centre for Scientific 
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