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Prelude

It was February 2019, and I was feeling rather lucky to
have managed to gain access to an event called ‘L’école du
mariage’ (the school of marriage), a series of educative
seminars organised by a female Islamic association around
the subject of marriage. Conducted in an ‘entirely Islamic
approach’ (une approche entierèment islamique), these
seminars were carried out ‘amongst sisters’ (entre soeurs,
i.e. women only, except for two imams invited as experts)
and aimed to create a safe space for women to come
together and talk about their fears, anxieties, pleasures, and
more, both within and outside of marriage1. As the main
organiser explained to all present at the beginning of the
first seminar I attended, the seminars were created because:

In reality, we were never prepared for marriage. Apart from the fact
that the bàjjan2 comes and tells you to do this and that, truly, we come
to marriage with a rosy idea, we don’t really know what it is. We [the
organisation team] have been having intense discussions, spending
whole weeks talking about it, about polygamy, about jealousy, about
what should I do if my husband cheats on me, existential questions…
And so we said, why not open this discussion up to other women,

1 I had come to know of the seminar’s existence through an acquaintance who was friends with one of the
organisers through an Islamic female association. I thus contacted the organisers and we arranged to meet
before the seminar, so that they could have a better idea of who I was and what I was researching. Although
due tomy gender the organiser was at first reticent to allowme to attend, she felt it important formy research
that I include an Islamic point of view on marriage. As such, she gave me permission to attend the seminar
the following day. Although I had indicated that I could explain my presence to the participants and offer to
leave the room if people felt more comfortable, these concerns were brushed away by the organisers. As it
happened, upon arrival I was ushered to sit alone at the back of the room, and seemingly,my presence had not
been explained to the attendees.
2 The bàjjan is a paternal aunt, considered as a ‘female father’ (un père féminin) (A. B. Diop, 1985, p. 48), she
holds an important social and ceremonial role in the life of her nieces.
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because, I think that whatever woman you are, you have the same
difficulties once you’re married. So that’s why we created these
seminars, to exchange and share. We don’t pretend to give you lessons,
we’re here to share, amongst sisters, to together try to see how we can
make up for this shortcoming, because nothing is set in stone. There are
people who have been married for two years in this room, others for 15
or 20 years, there are single women too, women who will soon be
marrying… We have seen that there are 400 divorces a month in
Dakar, which is a really terrifying figure. And marriage or divorce,
these are sensitive subjects, we tend to be tempted to speak with our
feelings. Marriage is not simple, and that’s why we have invited some
experts who are going to help us in our exchanges, so that later today,
we can leave this room with clear ideas about why we are in our
marriages, and why we should3 remain in our marriages.

In total, I managed to attend two of the three ‘école du mariage’
seminars, both held in luxurious downtown hotels.4 Each participant had
to pay a 15,000CFA (€23) attendance fee. Such a high price put the
seminars out of reach for most of the population, but corresponded to
the luxurious setting chosen by the organisers for their events. The
seminars were attended by roughly 50 women who ranged in age from
their mid-20s to their 60s, and were run by a team of volunteers of around
ten women, all members of the Islamic association, and all dressed in
matching white and gold dresses and hijabs. The first seminar was called
‘The couple in everyday life’ and addressed the themes of love, jealousy,
polygyny and infidelity, with two imams and an ‘Islamic psychologist’ (this
is how she presented herself) as the invited experts. The second seminar
was called ‘The couple and the outside world’, and addressed the themes
of gender differences, inter-couple conflicts, conflicts with family-in-law,
conflicts with friends, and how to resolve all of these. The same three
experts were invited, but were also joined by a sociologist, Fatou Dial.
Fatou Dial had been invited as she was considered to be among Dakar’s

3 Emphasised by the speaker.
4 Unfortunately, I only became aware of the seminar’s existence after the first session had taken place.
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5 Whilst the women called bàjjan here may or may not have been paternal aunts to the organisers, the title
was usedmore symbolically to denote an elder wise woman to whom one should listen and accord respect.
6 Translation ismy own: ‘De nos jours la plupart des divorces sont dus au fait qu’il n’y a plus du respect dans
le couple. Il arrive que des femmes, influencées par la parité et leur indépendance financière, refusent d’être
sous l’autorité de l’homme.’
7 The material cited here refers to pamphlets that were distributed by the organisers (Entre-Soeurs) to
participants of their seminars.

foremost marriage experts. However, throughout the day she often
offered a contrasting point of view to that of the other experts and
organisers, who at times seemed to become a little frustrated with Fatou’s
lack of agreement and questioning of gendered ideologies. An
important space was also given to three bàjjans5, who offered a personal
perspective to compliment the narratives of the experts, giving advice
based on their own long years of marriage. The days switched between
playful activities, presentations based on surveys conducted by the
association, long(er) theological or psychological speeches from the
invited experts, group activities, and Q&A moments. Most of the
proceedings were in French, but certain persons, and particularly the
bàjjans, often spoke in Wolof.

From the price of their attendance fee to the choice of location, it was
clear that these seminars were targeting a wealthier population. This
population also corresponded to the organisers’ socioeconomic
positioning: they were all educated, relatively wealthy, and seemed very
comfortable navigating Dakar’s high-class spaces. However, as I flicked
through the pamphlet distributed to participants, it became clearer to me
why they decided to focus on such (wealthy) women:

Nowadays, most divorces are due to the fact that there is no more
respect in the couple. Sometimes women, influenced by parity and their
financial independence, refuse to be under the authority of the
husband.6 (Entre-Soeurs Pamphlet, 2019, p. 21)7

According to the seminar organisers, financially independent women,
who are also more likely to believe in gender parity, were more likely to
divorce. Being financially independent also implies having a professional
job, which thereby implies being educated. Small indications towards the
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problematisation of educated and professionally working women
continued throughout the day: one bàjjan placed the increasing volatility
of marriage at the feet of social transformations caused by female
education; meanwhile, the organisers spoke of the difficulties of being a
‘modern woman’, of the tension of navigating between desires framed as
traditional and conceptualised around housework, and the more modern
desires of having a professional career. Throughout the seminars it
became clearer to me that, for the organisers, educated and financially
independent women needed their interventions the most: their financial
independence and education was seen as a catalyst towards questioning
gender roles, which by extension, they considered as problematically
questioning Islamic norms. For the organisers, such women could benefit
from an Islamic intervention to better understand their gendered and
religious roles within marriage.

During the seminars, gender roles and Islam were in constant
conversation: respectable femininities and masculinities were articulated
as being acts of correct Islamic behaviour. Gender was conceptualised in
an essentialist manner, and this stance was supported by both Islamic
scripture and references to the popular science book Men are from Mars,
Women are from Venus (Gray, 1992). The organisers supported the notion
that women and men are essentially innately different and that patriarchal
gender relations are both natural and Islamically ordained: ‘a man whose
wife is submissive is a happy man… by restoring a man to his place of
authority, we obey divine recommendations’8 (Entre-Soeurs Pamphlet,
2019, p. 21). Moreover, marriage was also presented as an Islamic cultural
practice, said to be ‘half of our religion’9 (Entre-Soeurs Pamphlet, 2019,
p. 9), thus implicitly suggesting that those who do not marry are not fully
Muslim. By extension, polygyny (referred to as polygamy, as it is popularly
called in Senegal) was also presented as an essentialised and naturalised
practice, as the main organiser contended that ‘men are naturally

8 Translation is my own: ‘Un homme dont la femme est soumise est un homme heureux… En redonnant à l’homme sa
place d’autorité, on obéit aux recommandations divines.’
9 Translation is my own: ‘...la moitié de notre religion.’
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10 Translation is my own: ‘La polygamie est une miséricorde de la part d’Allah, aux hommes.’
11 Translation is my own: ‘Il est important de savoir, en tant que musulman(e) qu’être contre la polygamie c’est comme
rejeter les lois divines.’

polygamous’, whilst one of the invited imams demonstrated the
patriarchal tendencies that exist within polygyny: ‘We all have favourites.
A woman cannot have a favourite, but the polygamous man always has a
favourite.’ Presented as a natural practice, it was also Islamically ordained,
as explained in the booklet: ‘Polygamy is a divine mercy from Allah to
men’10 (Entre-Soeurs Pamphlet, 2019, p. 12). The largest part of the first
seminar I attended was dedicated to the subject of polygyny, and before
the presentations and exercises, the participants seemed relatively
divided on the subject. Supporting their discourses with results from a
survey they had undertaken, the organisers first showed the gendered
differences around the practice of polygyny, before focusing more on
how women should behave regarding its practice. A lot of emphasis was
put on the possessiveness of women who are against polygyny,
underlining the danger of jealousy, which leads women away from being
a ‘good Muslim’: ‘It is important to know that as a Muslim, being against
polygamy is like rejecting divine law’11 (Entre-Soeurs Pamphlet, 2019,
p. 15).

More generally, a lot of the advice on how to navigate conflicts within
the marital couple were centred around the practice of muñ, a gendered
Wolof social value that is most commonly translated as ‘abnegation’ or
‘self-sacrifice’. According to popular Wolof conceptions, muñ is a passive
practice whereby a wife is expected to remain ‘patient, stoic, self-
composed and uncomplaining’ (Hannaford & Foley, 2015, p. 209) in the
face of marital difficulties. During group activities, muñ was repeatedly
forwarded as the ultimate attitude to face different marital conflicts: ‘If all
that does not work, try to muñ, be endurant’; and ‘Be patient, muñ, try to
adapt yourself and avoid creating conflicts’. Rather than divorce (which
the organisers did admit was necessary in certain extreme cases), the
emphasis was put on the need to remain in one’s marriage, even if this
marriage was problematic. The story of one bájjan, married for 40 years,
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illustrates this point. The bájjan spoke of how she navigated conflicts
within her marriage with ‘patience’, by ‘remaining calm’ and ‘not creating
drama’, and how this now led to a happy marital relation:

Just hold on and know that only the first three months are sweet in
a marriage, the rest of the time it’s up to you to know how to manage so
that nobody will negatively judge you and so you’ll get what you want.
And if you handle it for 20 years, or 21 years, after all the pain that you
went through, happiness starts coming.12

Using her own marriage as an example, this bàjjan contended that
matrimony is characterised by three months of happiness followed by
suffering for roughly 20 years. As a woman, after twenty years of pain, you
will be rewarded with happiness, which will spring from your children
getting married and becoming a grandmother. The way in which the
expectation of twenty years of suffering for married women was
normalised was not questioned. Yet participants seemed to be comforted
by what they had learned about polygyny. One participant, a woman who
was unmarried despite considerable social pressure, told the room, ‘I had
a lot of apprehensions, I had heard a lot of things that were preventing
me from getting married, stopping me from doing it. I was scared of
polygamy, but today I learnt that it is not a bad thing in itself. I now have
a lot less apprehensions concerning getting married.’ Hearing her, the
organisers seemed pleased with themselves, exchanging glances and
smiling.

However, the invitation of a sociologist at the second seminar
provoked conflict among the invited speakers. Throughout the day, she
offered a contrasting view to that of the organisers, imams, and
psychologist. She detailed how through the imbrication of Islam and the
practice of marriage, society is overly severe towards women who do not
want to marry. She criticised the emphasis put on the practice of muñ to
traverse martial difficulties; she lamented the fact that husbands were not
invited to the seminar; and she was severe in the choice of holding the

12 Translation fromWolof to English by Youssoupha Sarr.
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seminars in luxurious hotels, thereby excluding most of the population.
The Islamic psychologist and one of the organisers countered her
assertations, whilst still contending that they were also ‘feminists’, once
again underlining the relationship between notions of gender and being
a ‘good Muslim’:

Me, I’m a Muslim and I want to combine my faith with my
relationship, to find the right balance between religion and modernity.
I am a modern woman, and that does not mean that I am not a good
wife. If I want to serve my husband on a platter, I do it with my head
held high, because I want to. (Psychologist)

We are trying to be feminists, but well anchored in our religion.
(Organiser)

The final words of this second seminar, the last that I was to
attend, were delivered by the Islamic psychologist: ‘Mariage
dafa neex mais c’est difficile’ (Marriage is sweet, but it’s difficult).

Unlike the organisers of the école du mariage seminars—who upheld
and promoted marriage as a normative, patriarchal, and universal
practice—this thesis is dedicated to people who did the opposite: those
who held dissident opinions and/or enacted dissident practices towards
marriage. So why did I choose to begin my thesis with a story of these
seminars? I chose to do so because the context and subject of the
seminars speak directly towards the key themes and tensions that will
inform this thesis: towards how urban, educated, and professional
persons are perceived to be at most risk of becoming dissident towards
normative marriage. Whilst I unfortunately did not have the opportunity
to discuss these directly with the organisers of L’école du mariage, a
discussion and analysis of them will follow in the chapters of this thesis.

The organisers’ anxieties surrounding divorce levels, and the
accountability that they placed on educated and economically
autonomous women for such divorce levels, speaks to larger patriarchal
anxieties concerning shifting gender roles, incorporated in the figure of
the so-called ‘modern woman’. It is representative of how increasing
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female education and professionalisation, along with urbanisation,
interact with conceptions of gender––and by connection practices of
marriage––particularly for urban educated professionals. The emphasis
that the organisers placed on the need for women to muñ, and thereby
to adopt a passive attitude towards their husbands, is representative of
how gender roles are normatively conceived and conceptually
connected to gendered Islamic ideologies. Choices surrounding the
practice of marriage and gender roles thus became elevated to practices
of religiosity, to moralistic definitions of being a ‘good Muslim’. They
emphasised how divorce was to be avoided in almost all situations;
marriage was to be preserved at all costs. Importantly, in the narratives
encountered throughout the seminars, no space was given to the
possibility of not marrying, thereby perpetuating the popular conception
of marriage as a universal, and socially obligatory, practice. In the
presentation of marriage by the seminar organisers and speakers, the
possibility of dissidence towards marriage was critiqued. Marriage was
thus presented as an inescapable practice, its structural power
foregrounded: marriage structures social relations and belonging,
religious ideologies and practices, gendered identities and relations.
Overall, following the presentation of marriage in the seminars, one is left
wondering: what becomes of marriage’s dissident others? What
becomes of those who do not fulfil marital norms?


