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Abstract
In light of the negative social and legal consequences they might face, women in
Muslim majority countries who enter into an intimate relationship without concluding
a state-registered marriage are often considered victims of unscrupulous men. Usually this refers to unregistered ‘urfi (religious-only) marriages, as very little attention is
paid to women engaging in cohabitation. Whereas non-marriage is generally framed
as ‘waithood’ (the inability to marry) and hence as a negative choice, some women
in Tunis opt for cohabitation, as they expect this to positively influence their relationship and potential future marriage as more equal and honest. These women express an ethical stance that does not fit society’s dominant normative framework and
present themselves as liberal secular Tunisians. They take an ambivalent position on
state-registered marriage, as they are critical of how Tunisian marriages are currently
lived, but they do recognize the value of registration. Their rejection of ‘urfi marriage
as against the law, gender unequal, and Salafi-inspired confirms their liberal secular
sense of personhood.
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Introduction
In the last decennia, socioeconomic developments in the Arab world engendered major shifts in gender and generational relations, leading to a very rapid
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increase of the average age at first marriage (Al-Ali et al. 2016; Hasso 2011).
Tunisia, with an average marriage age of late twenties for women and early
thirties for men, is a strong case (Assaad et al. 2017). ‘Waithood,’ a term coined
by Singerman (2007) that refers to the longer time period between sexual
maturity and married life, has become a widespread concern for various actors such as parents, religious scholars, and state officials. It is also an issue
for youth themselves, as the higher marriage age has not been accompanied
by a reconsideration of the cultural, religious, and legal censure of premarital
sexual relationships in their respective societies. Still, some youth are trying to
develop other ways to deal with sexuality outside of state-registered marriage
(Al-Ali et al. 2016; El Feki 2015).
Youth engaging in nonconventional forms of Muslim marriages, such as
non-state registered religious-only (‘urfi) marriages or temporary marriages,
has become the topic of considerable public debate and academic interest
(Arabi 2001; Connolly 2009; Mervin 2008; Moors 2013; Sharhani 2010). In postuprising Tunisia, ‘urfi marriages are often linked to a stronger presence of Salafi
Islam, which the media generally portrays as particularly harmful for the women concerned (Voorhoeve 2018). Since the 2011 uprising, ‘the women question’
and related issues of gender relations and female sexuality once again emerged
as a central topic in the polarized debate between parties labelled as ‘the seculars’ and ‘the Islamists’ regarding Tunisia’s ‘true’ national identity (Marks 2013;
Voorhoeve 2015; Zeghal 2013; Zemni 2016).
Youth engaging in cohabitation, on the other hand, has received remarkably
little attention from the media and scholars alike, while this emerging phenomenon similarly challenges state authorities and generational hierarchies.
Whereas much research has focused on the pious practices of highly committed Muslims (Asad 1986; Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005), less attention has
been paid to non-religiously motivated practices Muslims engage in, such as
cohabitation. More recently such a relative disregard of actors who self-identify
and/or may be labelled as cultural or secular Muslims, and of practices that are
not religiously motivated, has become a topic of debate in academia (Fadil and
Fernando 2015; Schielke 2010; Schielke 2015). By focusing on cohabitation this
article contributes to a better understanding of the complex ways in which
Muslim youth inhabit secular normativity (Fadil 2011) in the field of sexuality
and marriage.
Cohabitation is not part of Tunisia’s social imaginary, especially for women.
Although Tunisia is widely praised for its liberal stance on women’s rights,
women face considerable constraints when it comes to love and sexuality
outside of a marital relationship (Al-Ali et al. 2016; Voorhoeve 2014). Women involved in a nonmarital sexual relationship are already heavily censured as going
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beyond what is considered socially and culturally acceptable, but cohabitation
is considered even more transgressive. In the words of Rania, a professional in
her late twenties from the northeast of Tunisia: ‘People will say that a girl who
doesn’t only sleep with a man but even lives with him is really a whore.’1
Many Tunisians whom I encountered stated that cohabitation does not
exist in their country: ‘It’s haram, it’s illegal, and it doesn’t happen here.’
Notwithstanding, in the course of doing fieldwork in Tunis, I learned about
various ways in which women in Tunis cohabit with their partner.2 There are,
for instance, divorced or widowed women who prefer to just live together instead of getting married again or students from outside the capital who live
with older men who take care of them financially. In this article, however,
I focus on students and young professionals who, for various reasons, decided
to share a room or a flat with their partner for a certain stretch of time. Students and employed young adults in urban areas generally have more space,
both literally and figuratively, to engage in romantic relationships outside the
family context (Adely 2016; Al-Ali et al. 2016; Kreil 2016).
Next to many informal conversations, this article is based on the topical life
stories of 13 women who had lived or were still living in cohabitation. From
their narratives it becomes clear that ‘cohabitation’ is a fluid concept without
sharp boundaries. Despite the great diversity in form, duration, and motivation, they all described their past or present lifestyle as ‘living together.’ At
the time, six of them were studying (early twenties) and seven were working
(late twenties/early thirties). Three are originally from Tunis; the rest moved
there for educational or professional purposes. All women were currently attending or went to university and most of them lived in ‘middle-middle class’
or ‘upper-middle class’ neighborhoods. All professionals were employed and
fairly economically independent, while the students largely depended on their
parents for financial support. Some had cohabited for a few months and others
for a few years before their relationship broke up or progressed into something
else. Four of the students were still cohabiting; the others were no longer in a
1 Throughout this article, I used pseudonyms to safeguard people’s privacy. The conversations with my interlocutors took place in Tunis in 2015 (September–December) and 2016
(March–May), mostly at cafés or restaurants and occasionally at their or my living space.
2 As there is no data available on past or present cohabitation in Tunisia, it is impossible to
define how marginal or widespread this phenomenon is. Based on my fieldwork, I can say
that cohabitation is not a new phenomenon, especially in urban areas. Also, there are probably more youngsters cohabiting than is generally assumed as most of my interlocutors
pointed out that, although it is not accepted by the general public, it is a normal relationship
practice in their respective social circles. As one of my friends explained: ‘It is a taboo to talk
about it, but it is normal to do it.’
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relationship. Three of the professionals were married to their former cohabiter,
two were engaged to the person they were living with, and two were single.
This article provides an account of the perspectives of female students and
young professionals of Muslim background on their practice of cohabitation
in Tunis. Before turning to my interlocutors and their life worlds, I present a
brief note on Tunisia’s legal rules and lived norms regarding sexuality and marriage. Rather than the law, it is informal social norms with which cohabitation
clashes. Next, I turn to how my interlocutors argued in favor of cohabitation.
Presenting their doubts about the value of conventional marriages, they express different desires. In the following section I turn more in-depth to their
reflections about personhood and ethical worldviews. While they consider
themselves as ‘open-minded’ and often agnostic, they realize that many consider cohabitation as illicit. This then raises the question of what resources and
strategies enable them to enter into and maintain this kind of relationship. I
end with a discussion about their ambivalent attitudes toward marriage and
their rejection of ‘urfi marriages.
A Note on Sexuality, Marriage, and The Law
Tunisia is known for its early, strongly modernist reforms of personal status
law, and its relatively progressive stance on women’s rights (Charrad 2007;
Welchman 2007). The prime minister’s decision to scrap the 1973 decree that
banned Tunisian women from marrying non-Muslims—a common marriage
restriction in the rest of the Middle East and North Africa region—is a typical recent example (bbc 2017). To better understand the current sociopolitical
context, it is important to note that the reform of Tunisia’s family code was not
a response to women’s activism but rather a decision made by political leaders and urban reformists as part of the formation of a modern nation-state,
as elsewhere in the Middle East (Moors 1999). Said otherwise, the progressive
Personal Status Code of 1956 did not—and does not—reflect changed normative notions among the population, but rather attempts to produce particular
kinds of family relations. The result is a gap between the legal framework on
the one hand and lived reality and normative orders on the other (Grami 2008;
Murphy 2003; Tchaïcha and Arfaoui 2012).
Many Tunisians, including most of my interlocutors, believe cohabitation
is illegal and know of at least one story where a couple got arrested for living
together. This belief is related to the fact that relationships between the sexes
in Tunisia are not regulated by the actual law, but by the informal sex norms
that ‘are in conformity with how many people, or at least some, feel things
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should be done; there is a relation between the informal norms and morality’
(Voorhoeve 2014: 15). Consequently, ‘there is a difference between what people
think is forbidden and what actually is prohibited by law’ (Voorhoeve 2014: 13).
In addition, over the years different courts over-interpreted the law on marriage registration from the Code of Civil Status of 1957 ‘to confirm or reproduce
a counter-legislative, conservative norm: The interdiction of extra-marital sex’
(Voorhoeve 2018: 19). This over-interpretation resulted in ‘the moralistic practice of punishing cohabitation’ (Voorhoeve 2018: 19). Thus, while there is no
specific law against cohabitation, nor against extramarital sex, there are laws
on the book that can be used against this transgressive relationship practice.
Simply put, cohabitation challenges the Tunisian normative order to the extent
that it turns a practice that is technically legal into legally suspect.
In response to my question regarding whether sexual mores changed
following the uprising, my interlocutors often told me they were afraid of Tunisia moving in a more conservative direction, while their country is historically
known for being progressive in this respect. They do believe that the ousting
of Ben Ali opened up space to challenge certain sexual taboos, such as homosexuality, but youth are still pressured to conform to social expectations and
many, especially women, are afraid to admit that they are not waiting for marriage to become sexually active (also see El-Fekhi 2015). Some observed that
bringing taboos out into the open can actually limit people’s sexual freedom,
as increased visibility is not necessarily matched with increased acceptance.
In Tunisia, they pointed out, people generally have more space to maneuver
when everybody pretends that the (sexual) practice does not exist, as seems to
be the case for cohabitation.
Those who do acknowledge that cohabitation occurs in Tunisia tend to assume that people who are living together outside matrimony lack the financial
means to get married or, on the contrary, that only ‘upper class’ Tunisians can
socially and financially afford this ‘European lifestyle.’ Based on the general belief that all Tunisian women want to get married, even if they claim otherwise,
the women involved are considered either as victims of devious men or as
tricksters of naïve men. Yet, my interlocutors present a rather different picture.
Arguing in Favor of Cohabitation: No Need for a Conventional
Marriage
A few months ago, Nour—a student in her early twenties from the South
of Tunisia—fell head over heels for Yassine. She practically moved in
with him the moment they met: ‘I realized that I moved, I had moved my
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clothes, I had moved everything, I never went back home.’ They did not
discuss nor plan it, ‘it just happened.’ She and Yassine are fully committed to each other even though they are not married: ‘This is the love of
our life and that’s it.’ She does not understand why marriage is ‘such a big
deal,’ if she were living outside Tunisia she probably would not get married at all: ‘I don’t need to have a piece of paper to proof that I can spend
the rest of my life with someone.’
As my interlocutors pointed out, cohabitation is not self-evident in Tunis, especially for women. The ‘normal’ or socially accepted thing to do is to live with
your parents until marriage unless you move away from your hometown for
educational or professional purposes. In this case, you have a valid excuse to
live by yourself—in student dorms, in co-location, or in a studio or flat—until
you get married and move in with your spouse. Before this time, you are not
supposed to be involved in sexual relationships, let alone to live in cohabitation. In general, women are expected to finish their studies before getting
married, but when graduated and, at least to some extent, economically independent, they should pledge their troth as soon as possible. Once wedded,
having children, rather than travelling or making a career, is the logical next
step in the eyes of society.
An often-heard argument is that the rising costs of marriage, and life in
general, affect young adults’ possibilities to take this step (Honwana 2012;
Singerman 2007). Indeed, it is true that most of my interlocutors, at the time,
did not have the financial resources to organize a wedding with all the trimmings and subsequently move into a newly furnished and fully equipped flat,
nor did they possess the material stability to start a family and live a wedded
life, conforming to the dominant social standards. This possibly affected their
perspective on the advantages and disadvantages of matrimony. At the same
time, the influence of economic factors on emerging subjectivities and desires
that challenge hegemonic sexual and gender norms should also not be overstated (Hasso 2011).3
When my interlocutors started living in cohabitation, most of them were not
at a stage in their life and/or in their relationship where they were considering
marriage. Social expectations, generally determined by a person’s life stage and
marital status, clearly influenced my interlocutors’ considerations. Rima, a student in her early twenties from the northeast of Tunisia, for instance, reacted
3 Fortier et al. (2016) recently pointed out that, next to economic constraints, the available
models of love and patterns of feelings in the Arab world are influenced by political regimes,
cultural regimes, and kinship logics.
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rather surprised to my question of whether she and her boyfriend considered
marriage at the time:
Of course not! I didn’t even finish my studies, how are we going to live?
How are we going to have a baby and raise it? I mean…I want to finish my
studies, have a job, be independent, so that whenever I’m going to have a
kid I will not leave it in the streets.
While discussing why they opted for cohabitation, my interlocutors often
expressed their wish to get more from their (married) life than is, in their
perspective, the Tunisian standard. They do not aspire to a life in which the
husband goes out to make a living and the wife stays at home to take care of
the household (an image some primarily based on personal experience in their
respective families). On the contrary, they desire to be independent women
with a full and exciting life and consider themselves very different from all
those ‘typical Tunisian women’ who, according to them, only think about finding a man, getting married, buying a house, and raising children. In addition,
they aspire to get more from their relationship than a wedding ring. In the
words of Yesmine, a student in her early twenties from the south of Tunisia: ‘In
the Tunisian mentality being married just means you share a house, it doesn’t
mean you share your life.’
For Yesmine, and most others, to live with someone should be about ‘sharing everything’ with your partner in a practical, emotional, and physical sense.
They believe it is only through being intimate and sharing everything that
you can truly get to know yourself and your partner, which is the basis for a
‘healthy relationship.’ As Cyrine, a professional in her early thirties from the
north of Tunisia, explains: ‘You have to be a strong couple to make it work and
organize yourself, it’s not just for the sex, you have to share everything if you
want to stay well together. And you must reflect on your future, your children,
yourself.’
They see cohabitation as a vital step on the road to an equal and honest
marriage in which you can realize your personal aspirations. Many highlighted
that they would never marry a man without living together first, but only a few
decided to cohabit as a pathway toward marriage. It was generally the need for
a space to be (sexually) intimate that initially pulled them toward this lifestyle.
Yesmine clarifies that it is difficult to find a place where you can share intimate
moments as a couple: ‘Where can you do this in Tunis, where?!’ In her student
dorm, this would surely be impossible. Even if she would find a flat to share
with another girl, ‘[this girl] would never accept my boyfriend coming over, let
alone sleep over.’
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When discussing how they ended up in cohabitation, many described it as
a gradual and natural progression of their relationship. Rima clarifies: ‘When
you love someone that much, it’s spontaneous and it’s normal and logic to
have the desire to live together (…). I mean, you can’t even imagine yourself
without him for an hour, you got it?’ Some simply grasped the opportunity
when it presented itself and subsequently enjoyed the experience; others first
weighted the pros and cons before moving in together. For the students, ‘love’
and the desire ‘to spend as much time together as possible’ was often the main
motivation to cohabit. Some of the professionals more explicitly discussed the
benefits of cohabitation before legally committing to each other through marriage. According to Lilia, a professional in her early thirties from the north of
Tunisia, ‘you can’t understand personality from a distance and after living a
strictly distanced relationship. It’s for this reason that marriage, even out of
love, can end in a divorce.’
My interlocutors did not primarily focus on getting married—‘we didn’t
really have a long-term project, we didn’t say “we’ll get married,” quite the
contrary’ (Rania)—as they were convinced that you can be romantically involved with someone outside of such an institutional context. They place more
importance on the moral engagement with their partner than on the official
engagement before the state. Thus, they do not need ‘a piece of paper’ to
prove their love for each other. In the words of Jalila, a professional in her late
twenties from the Tunis Governorate: ‘When you get engaged with someone
and you really want to be with him, it’s not a piece of paper that will change
anything, and if it’s not working it’s not a piece of paper that will change something.’ Regardless of whether they wished or expected it to grow into something else, my interlocutors all consider cohabitation a pleasurable experience
in itself through which you learn a lot about yourself, your partner, and your
relationship. Attaching too much importance to weddings and marriage is, in
their eyes, typical of ‘the ordinary Tunisian mentality’ from which they wish to
distinguish themselves.
Reflecting on Personhood and Ethical Considerations
After living in Tunis for some time, Nour finds it hard to believe that she
grew up in ‘the more conservative South’ of Tunisia. She is much more
at ease in the capital where it is possible ‘to be invisible,’ even when you
behave differently from others. Over the years, she got introduced to so
many like-minded people, that she sometimes tricks herself into believing that Tunisia is a ‘liberal country.’ Still, she is very much aware that
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outside her ‘social bulb’ of like-minded friends her lifestyle is unaccepted
and stresses that her mind-set is not representative for ‘the general Tunisian mentality.’ It is difficult for her to trace back how she became to
act and think the way she does. Many of the people in her ‘social circle’
have a similar ‘mentality,’ but she also has ‘quite liberal’ friends with a
different mind-set. Some of her like-minded friends are Muslim, others
are atheist, some come from progressive families, others’ families are
more conservative, and some are rich while others are poor, ‘so it’s not
really the background that matters.’ With a big laugh, she concludes that
she really does not know what does matter: ‘People probably become
open-minded by coincidence and chance.’
My interlocutors see cohabitation as a positive development in their relationship and ‘the normal thing to do.’ At the same time, they underline that this
lifestyle is not ‘normal’ to most of their fellow citizens. They therefore generally
consider themselves part of a minority with an ‘open-minded mentality’ in a
mostly ‘conservative,’ ‘traditional,’ and ‘religious’ society. ‘Mentality’ refers to
awayof thinking, whichrelatestoacertainwayof seeingandbeingintheworld.
‘Open-minded,’ or ‘l’esprit ouvert,’ is used as a positive term to describe people
who engage in the kinds of behavior, such as smoking, drinking, and going
out, that the majority would criticize. Being involved in intimate relationships
and embracing your sexuality are strong markers of such ‘open-mindedness,’
especially for women. Men, in turn, are considered ‘truly open-minded’ if they
accept women with a ‘sexual history.’ They may also consider people who do
not engage in this kind of behavior themselves as ‘open-minded’ as long as
they are not judgmental.
As only a minority within the already limited circle of ‘open-minded’ people in Tunisia lives in cohabitation, according to my interlocutors, how did
they become part of this ‘minority within a minority’? Some of them stressed
that close kin—parents in particular—played an important role in their
personal trajectories. They consider their upbringing as the basis for their
‘open-mindedness.’ Others, in contrast, consider the moment that they moved
away from their childhood home as a decisive point in their process of becoming the person they wanted to be. Some were inspired by professors or friends
to critically rethink their morals and principles; others were mostly influenced
by the books they read or the travels they made. Some believe they were born
‘different,’ while others stress the importance of experience on ‘mentality.’ Yesmine, for instance, is convinced that ‘men, human beings, are nothing but the
fruits of their experiences. Every experience will influence and impact you. You
have nothing but those impacts that construct your personality.’
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In their accounts of how they became ‘open-minded,’ my interlocutors also
reflected on their stance toward Islam. All were born into Muslim families—
some more religiously committed than others—and all but one were raised in
a predominantly Muslim environment. The majority currently self-identifies
as ‘agnostic,’ which generally means they no longer ‘believe in religion’ and
are ambivalent about the existence of God. Others identified as ‘Muslim,’ even
though none of them consider themselves as practicing Muslims. Regardless of
their self-identification as ‘agnostic’ or ‘Muslim,’ most of my interlocutors still
feel culturally attached to Islamic traditions, with some referring to themselves
as ‘cultural Muslims.’ No matter their position, they all consider their (non)
belief a personal affair rather than a public issue.
The meaning of being, or no longer being, Muslim differs to each of them
and often shifted in the course of their life trajectories.4 Some never really
questioned their relation to Islam; others went through a period of extensive
soul-searching. Some consider their break with Islam as the road to ‘liberation’;
others never felt constrained by their religion. Many stress that they are not
against Islam per se—‘I do not wish to promote Islamophobia’ (Nour)—but
that they are against the way it is practiced in Tunisia. In their opinion, Tunisians tend to judge others according to Islamic principles that they profess but
which they fail to live by themselves. My interlocutors are highly critical of this
‘hypocrisy’ that, in their eyes, is exemplary of Tunisian society.
Their elucidations about whether they ever felt guilty about living in cohabitation show that they are particularly critical of how religious principles are
misused to inform unequal gendered (sex) norms, primarily regarding the valuation of male and female virginity. According to them, Tunisians are socially
educated—by family, society at large, or both—to believe that sexual desires
and intimate relationships outside marriage are haram (religiously prohibited),
socially unacceptable, and unhealthy, especially for women. For this reason,
either before or after their first sexual experience, they went through a period
of critical ethical reflection about whether it is morally sound to be sexually
active out of wedlock. After these reflections, they all but one came to the conclusion that, for them, there is no normative tension between their (religious)
ethics and being sexually intimate outside the context of marriage. Apart from
the sporadic ‘my God would not judge me for loving someone,’ none of them
presented religious arguments to justify or legitimize living in cohabitation.
So, what lines of argumentation did they present? They consider sexual
pleasure as a ‘natural’ and ‘healthy’ part of life, especially when you are in love,
4 In his article on the trajectories of ‘nonbelievers’ in Egypt, Schielke (2012: 305) notes: ‘It is
striking (…) that many of both sexes have lived with someone without being married, which
is generally considered completely out of bounds in Egypt.’
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and also outside of wedlock. Sexual intimacy is something personal that, when
enjoyed discretely, does not hurt anybody. As such, sexual freedom is one of the
social liberties that everybody should be able to enjoy if they so desire. Some
stressed that getting to know their body, sexual desires, and physical needs
was an essential aspect of becoming their ‘true self.’ It is of paramount importance to all of them to be honest about their sexuality and to take responsibility for the choices they make. Although it is not always easy to go against the
dominant codes regarding intimate relationships, they are convinced of what
they do and therefore always assume their behavior. They stress that this sets
them apart from the hypocrite people who judge them for being immoral: they
are in fact the morally sound ones in this society where everybody simply assumes that the right thing to do is what everybody does. According to Chaima,
a professional in her mid-thirties from the central east of Tunisia: ‘The key is
to believe in yourself.’
They pride themselves for being critically-minded, morally sound, autonomous liberal women who, based on their own principles, are convinced of the
(sexual) life they are living. Opting to live in cohabitation is, to them, an important aspect of their self-fashioning as ‘open-minded’ liberal women.5 This is
further underlined by their stance toward ‘urfi marriages, which they strongly
reject as part of a worldview that is against the civil state, undermines women’s
and children’s rights, and is not motivated by religion, but makes instrumental
use of religion. In fact, many consider ‘urfi marriages as the example of the religious hypocrisy that, according to them, permeates Tunisian society. In Nour’s
words: ‘It’s not a religious thing, it’s not a progressive thing, it’s just a cowardly
thing to do.’
In short, my interlocutors pointed to different ways of being and becoming—through (social) education, experience, and self-fashioning—to elucidate how, to them, cohabitation became acceptable and even desirable. As
Cyrine pointed out, all women who live in cohabitation have at least one thing
in common: ‘They dared to do so.’
Practical Considerations and Dilemmas
Nour spends most of her time in her boyfriend’s flat in Downtown Tunis,
but she still pays the rent for her own room to keep up appearances with
her family. She is not certain whether cohabitation is officially illegal, but

5 Based on the narratives of second generation secular Maghrebi Muslim women in Belgium,
Fadil (2011: 102) makes a similar argument about how the practice of unveiling ‘can figure as
a bodily practice that is intimately tied to the process of ethical self-fashioning.’
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under the motto ‘better safe than sorry,’ they live their relationship discreetly. She is not scared of getting arrested or of getting kicked out of
the apartment, but she is afraid of causing her parents emotional pain;
she comes from ‘a noble and conservative family’ and it would hurt them
a lot to find out that their daughter is living in cohabitation. Only her
friends in Tunis—they have ‘similar lives, similar thinking, similar mentalities’—can know about her living situation: ‘Most of my entourage
knows, they are either living with a boyfriend or are sexually active, so
I wouldn’t be afraid if they know, they won’t judge me or threaten me.’ Of
course, having to be discreet can be stressful at times, but she also enjoys
the adventure: ‘It’s a very fun way of living!’
My interlocutors generally expressed a disregard of what ‘society’ thinks of
them and most did not consider it very likely that they would be arrested for
cohabitation. Depending on the context, ‘society’ may refer to different categories: all Tunisians, all Tunisians who do not share their ‘mentality,’ the neighbors, fellow students, colleagues, their wider family, and their parents. It is out
of love, concern, and consideration for the latter that despite their indifference toward society, they are careful not to cause a social scandal. Even if they
consider their parents ‘open-minded,’ they still expect them to have different
norms and expectations in the field of sexuality and marriage, and they do not
want to hurt their feelings. Lilia clarifies: ‘I don’t want to hurt my family that
loves me, adores me, respects me. For them it’s a lack of respect. (…) I have to
respect the mentality, they are the parents.’
Although some of my interlocutors would like to upset the dominant
normative structures in their society, especially regarding sexuality and marriage, they do not want to do so at the cost of (the relationship with) their
parents. They generally choose to leave their parents in the dark about living in
cohabitation and other aspects of their lifestyle such as smoking, drinking, going out, and their (non)belief. They navigate their different social circles wisely
to prevent them from finding out through the grapevine. Discretion, and being
able to adjust your behavior according to the context you are in, is key when
it comes to keeping your lifestyle hidden from close kin and broader society.
As I was repeatedly told: ‘Anything is possible in Tunisia as long as you do it in
secret.’ In other words, the emotional well-being of their loved ones is more
important to them than being honest at all times. Still, being discreet never
gets in the way of being honest to themselves and their partner, which is of
paramount importance.
My interlocutors’ considerations and deliberations in this respect, or
how they make sense of contradictory normative demands (Schielke 2010),
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is exemplary of ‘the complex interplay of different moral registers around
love, sexuality, and marriage’ (Schielke 2009: 169). Recent research on love
and marriage in the Arab world shows that one of the most contradictory
demands youth face is to fulfil their individual desires without hurting their
parents (Adely 2016; Fortier et al. 2016; Kreil 2016). Women in particular
feel constrained in their (sexual) freedom by close kin, while their family is
often also a key source of social and emotional support. They appreciate this
support and recognize the importance of not upsetting their social environment completely, both for their parents’ and their own sake (Al-Ali et al. 2016;
Cheikh 2011).
How cautious people feel they need to be depends to a large extent on their
location. In general, people experience less social control in big (capital) cities
(Al-Ali et al. 2016). Across and around Tunis you can find (cultural) spaces such
as cafes, bars, and theaters where ‘the open-minded minority’ can act without
being judged.6 Yesmine described one of these cafes as ‘another world, an open
world, a world full of harmony, full of acceptation, full of coexistence.’ Those
who had moved to Tunis automatically had more space to maneuver than if
they had remained in their hometown, and those who were raised in Tunis
need to be more careful than someone who moved there.
A couple’s living situation and the strategies that are available to them to
live their relationship discreetly also depends on the moment in their life trajectory at which they decide to live in cohabitation and which resources—
economic and cultural capital—they can draw on. Also, other aspects such
as age, gender, and class play a role, as they shape my interlocutors’ ability to
navigate the different social worlds they are part of (Vigh 2009). Of course,
economic capital can be an enabling factor—money makes it easier to adopt
a nonconformist lifestyle—and/or a motivating factor—saving money by living together and/or not having enough money to get married. Your financial
resources naturally also determine the kind of housing and the kind of neighborhood you can afford to live in.
The students among my interlocutors had little time to work and thus often
depended on their parents for money. Some of them lived together in their
apartment or studio in a middle-class neighborhood; others would spend most
of their time in their boyfriend’s shared flat in downtown Tunis. To keep up

6 My close friend Eya once asked me whether I meant ‘L’Étoile du Nord normal’ or ‘Tunisian normal.’ L’Étoile du Nord is a well-known cultural space in Downtown Tunis that is
(in)famous for being frequented by youth who stand out because of their appearance and/or
behaviour; in L’Étoile du Nord everybody is free to be who they want to be.
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appearances with their parents, they would also spend some time in their own
student dorm or flat room. For students who are originally from Tunis, it is far
more difficult to live in cohabitation 24/7 because they have to mark their presence enough not to raise any suspicion with their parents. Khouloud, a student
in her early twenties, and her boyfriend even ‘co-lived’7 with another couple
in one room of a shared flat, because they were both officially still living with
their parents in Tunis. Most students avoid entering or leaving the house together and they keep a low profile so as to not draw any negative attention
from the house owner or the neighbors, as they are known to possibly report
cohabitation to the police.
The professionals were economically independent, at least to a large extent.
Most of them rented a flat in a middle-class neighborhood, where their partner
would stay with them during the week and go home to their parents for the
weekend. Others moved into a flat together in a more upscale neighborhood;
they would just rearrange stuff when their parents were visiting, to pretend to
be living by themselves. Mariam, a professional in her later twenties from the
central east of Tunisia, cohabited with her boyfriend a few months at the time
in his mother’s house when she was away for travels. To hide the nature of their
relationship, the professionals generally also kept a low profile in the neighborhood. Some would sneak their partner in and out of the house, but most
decided to just ‘act normal’ as if they were a married couple. During the years
that she lived together with her now husband, Jihane—a professional in her
early thirties who was raised in western Europe—learned that ‘if you do things
that are not generally accepted you can better act as if it’s normal because then
people will accept it sooner, just act like you’re married and it will be ok.’
Jihane’s husband noted that cohabitation was easy for them because they belong to ‘a certain class of people.’ Interestingly, while most interlocutors recognized that economic resources enable people to live the way they please, none
of them mentioned class or wealth as contributing to their ‘open-mindedness.’
However, when asked directly, many of them did consider cohabitation as a
middle- or upper-class lifestyle, with ‘class’ referring both to economic and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1977). From their perspective, ‘cultivated people’ are
more likely to take up, or to at least accept, such a nonconformist lifestyle. This
is in line with Kreil’s (2016) observation that romantic style can become part of
class habitus and, as such, a factor in how people determine status.

7 Khouloud and her boyfriend used the room during the day and the other couple used it during the night. This way they could share both the benefits and the rent.
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Reconsidering Marriage: Ambiguities and Ambivalences
Despite her strong objections, chances are that Nour will end up married one day: ‘Even if we had enough courage to have children outside
marriage and you defied your family and you defied society, the child
would always be called a bastard, so that would be terrible for the child.’
Honestly, she would also not really mind getting married if the circumstances are right: ‘I love Tunisian wedding traditions.’ In fact, they would
just continue their lives as they are used to: ‘We wouldn’t be the traditional family that makes money and raises children and that’s it. My husband
and I will see the world and maybe in four or five years we’ll have children
and we wouldn’t raise them in the same manner we were raised.’
As mentioned previously, my interlocutors did not focus on getting married,
as they were convinced that you can be romantically involved with someone
outside of such an institutional context. Moreover, many stressed that you can
have a serious relationship outside matrimony. Many profess to never have
dreamt of a glamorous white dress and big fairy tale wedding like they believe
most Tunisian girls do. Because of all the related social expectations, some believe matrimony could actually entail the end of the fairy tale they are currently living. Still, without exception, my interlocutors expected to eventually get
married, as they consider the social status that comes with marriage as the sole
solution to many of the practical issues they face or will face. Most importantly,
it is the only way for mother and child to enjoy full legal protection. Whereas
it is, in fact, not illegal to have children out of wedlock, it is socially strongly
condemned and both mother and child are often stigmatized (Massy 2016;
Voorhoeve 2018). As such, my interlocutors would not find it acceptable to start
a family while living in cohabitation.
Yet, social status is not the sole reason for my interlocutors to be united in
wedlock. Jalila elucidated that ‘it’s above all because you find a person with
whom you share a number of things, with whom you feel like building something, and yes, after this, it’s the social status.’ Despite their gloomy image of
wedded life in Tunisia and their discontent with being socially and practically
obliged to get married, as long as you wed the right man under the right circumstances, my interlocutors do believe it could be ‘a nice celebration of love’
(Nour) and a way ‘to be whole together’ (Cyrine).
As it turns out, my interlocutors hold ambivalent perspectives on marriage.
They are highly critical of how marriages are lived in Tunisia and opt for cohabitation. According to Nour, ‘a progressive marriage is when a man and a
woman are living their lives as if they are not married.’ Yet their acceptance
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of, in the end, entering into matrimony is not only based on practical considerations. They also argue that it is by having first shared the experience of
living together and sharing everything, that they expect their married life to
be different. Signing a marriage contract will not change the essence of one’s
relationship. If the relationship is already equal and honest, then making the
official commitment of entering into wedlock will not be of negative consequence per se and might even have a positive effect, as among other things, it
would further a sense of security.
Chaima was, for instance, never ‘a big fan of marriage’ and feared that her
relationship would change for the worse after signing the contract. They only
got married for administrative reasons, but ‘luckily nothing changed.’ She attributes this positive outcome to their long history of cohabitation:
What we lived was real, we lived together, we knew each other, I mean, we
lived everything. What I love about our relationship is that it was healthy,
there were no masks, there were no little secrets, he was how he is, and
me I was [how I am]. So, therefore, after marriage, for us, it was really just
a paper, nothing changed, nothing at all.
She laughingly adds that the only real advantage of matrimony is that it saves
you from booking two hotel rooms.8 Still, she also concedes that their new social status put them more at ease: ‘We always did have this fear somewhere
that the police would enter, even though it’s unlikely.’ While my interlocutors
are highly critical of conventional Tunisian marriages, they do not reject marriage altogether. Rather, they consider cohabitation as a means to produce a
better marriage.9
Conclusion
As the above material indicates, my interlocutors are not against stateregistered marriage as an institution and they recognize the value of
registration as part of the progressive family law, but they are nonconformist
in the sense that they desire to live their marriage differently than what is, in
their view, generally
8 This is another example of gender relations being regulated by informal norms, as there is no
actual law against unmarried couples renting a hotel room (Voorhoeve 2014).
9 The idea that one should be able to express one’s feelings and get emotional fulfilment
within the institution of marriage is a typical aspect of what Kreil (2016: 129) calls ‘love modernism, the linking of love marriage with imaginations of progress.’
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the case in present-day Tunisia. To them, cohabitation is a means to, at least,
transform the substance of matrimony at a personal level. Developing an equal
and honest relationship in which they feel that they can be true to themselves
and realize their personal aspirations is more important to them than staying
within the dominant normative order regarding sexuality and marriage—that
is, until they want to start a family. As such, non-marriage (‘waithood’) is not a
negative choice but fits with their aspirations about the life they want to live.
Whereas they reject the dominant normative order, they consider themselves
as living in accordance with those norms and values that, in their eyes, underpin their liberal secular identity. For these women, cohabitation is not only a
solution to waithood, it also helps them to shape and express themselves as
autonomous subjects who are free to live their (sexual) life as they please.10
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