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Meeting Each Other Halfway 

German-Muslim Couples in Germany 
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Intercultural partnerships and families are a miniature testing ground for the lessons society must 

learn in order to avoid a clash of hostile parallel societies in the future. But the learning process is 

lengthy and demands significant compromises from both sides. Nonetheless, statistics show that 

intercultural partnerships last longer than purely German marriages. Stephanie Gsell spoke to 

three such couples about their experiences. 

 

In the summer of 2000, Sabine bought a gift from Omar, the manager of a souvenir shop in Dahab, 

an Egyptian holiday resort on the Red Sea. After she had made her purchase, Omar invited Sabine 

to join him for a cup of tea, and she accepted. In response to his request that she tell him a story 

in German, Sabine recounted Grimm’s fairytale of Hansel and Gretel. He retaliated with the story of 

Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves from the Thousand and One Nights, and the magic words ‘Open 

Sesame’ weaved their magic: two hearts opened up to each other. 

Seven years on, Omar and Sabine are both 26 years old, married to one another, and living in 

Cologne. Sabine, who is studying education, is preparing for her finals. The main focus of her 

studies is intercultural education. Omar had a degree in tourism from Cairo, and will soon finish his 

training to become an IT assistant in Cologne. After six years together, they know each other 

pretty much inside out. Nevertheless, they still give the impression of having only recently fallen in 

love. Maybe it’s because Omar quite literally went to great lengths to secure Sabine’s love. 

Shortly after they met, the two arranged to meet in Alexandria. However, when Omar enquired 

after Sabine in the hotel where they had agreed to meet, he was wrongly informed that she had 

travelled to the Siwa Oasis on the border with Libya. Without hesitation he set out on the 1,500 

kilometre journey to Siwa to find her. Thankfully, Sabine was able to reach him there and they 

were soon reunited. 

Omar is a devout Muslim and wanted to woo Sabine in accordance with the Islamic code. When he 

proposed to her in Kentucky Fried Chicken in Alexandria, she was very flattered. Nevertheless, she 

asked for some time  to think it over; after all, the two had only known each other for three days. 

They visited Omar’s family in the sea port of Suez. Sabine instantly hit it off with the members of 

Omar’s family and agreed to a simple form of marriage, the qasimat zawaj, which Omar described 

to her as a kind of ‘engagement on paper’. Muslims require this certificate in order to book a hotel 

room as a couple. 
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Whether the qasimat zawaj may contain any additional legal provisions that affect the relationship 

between two people is controversial in Egypt and some individ-ual cases are decided in court. The 

qasimat zawaj shar'i is a contract that closely resembles a German prenuptial agreement. It 

specifies among other things the mahr, the dowry that the husband gives to his wife, and the 

mu'akhkhar, the amount that the husband must pay the wife in the event of him seeking a divorce. 

There followed six months of intensive correspondence by e-mail, telephone, and post. Both 

consider this period to have been very important as it allowed them to get to know each other 

better. It also gave Sabine the chance to dispel any doubts expressed to her by others, especially 

the concern that Omar only wanted to marry her in order to get a visa to come to Germany. 

Exactly one year after their first meeting they celebrated a lavish wedding in Suez. Prior to this, 

they concluded a qasimat zawaj shar'i in a department of the Egyptian Ministry of Justice in Cairo. 

The prenuptial agreement issued by the Ministry is recognised in Germany, where Sabine and 

Omar intended to live after they got married. The couple needed to provide, among other things, a 

certificate of marriageability. To obtain this, the Egyptian partner must provide a sworn affidavit 

that he is free to marry. The Verband binationaler Familien und Partnerschaften, iaf e.V. 

(Association of Intercultural Families and Partnerships) specialises in providing intercultural couples 

with advice in German, English, and a number of other languages. Anyone who would like to find 

out what documents are needed to marry a foreign national, for example, should read the articles 

posted on the association’s website www.verband-binationaler.de/eheschliessung. Further 

questions can be answered either by telephone or e-mail, or in a personal consultation. 

Sabine sought advice from the Rafaelswerk, a professional association run by Caritas in Germany, 

about the provisions of her prenuptial agreement; she wanted to protect herself in the event of a 

divorce. She insisted upon a general travel permit for herself and any children she might bear. 

Moreover, a sum that would cover the cost of her journey back to Germany, the rental of a flat, 

and living expenses for the first few weeks was agreed. 

The Egyptian notary suggested adding a few more provisions to the agreement. According to the 

agreement, Omar is obliged to help out with the housework and Sabine is obliged to pay the same 

amount that she would have received from Omar should she file for divorce. Sabine felt that this 

was only fair. After all, Omar was prepared to give up his family, friends, and everything he had 

worked for in Egypt to be with her and build a life with her in Germany. 

Because Omar and Sabine got all the necessary documents translated and attested in good time, 

the move to Cologne went very smoothly indeed. Once settled in the metropolis on the Rhine, they 

could at last fight to their hearts’ content. 

The main bone of contention was housework. Many compromises had to be reached – a problem 

that is all too familiar to German couples. One cultural problem, however, was the fact that Omar, 

as a devout Muslim, was not permitted to be present when alcohol was being consumed. This 

problem was solved by Sabine’s conversion to Islam in 2002. Before taking the step, she spent a 

lot of time learning about her husband’s religion and examining her conscience. She likes Islam’s 

holistic approach to life, an approach that puts faith at the very heart of everything people do. 
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Sabine also learned Omar’s native tongue. She even decided to wear a headscarf, although Omar 

encouraged her not to because he did not want her to become the target of hostility. He is 

impressed by the fact that this did not discourage her. Sabine refuses to be unsettled by the 

behaviour of others. On one occasion, a man spat on the ground in front of her because she was 

wearing a headscarf; she told him how disgraceful it was of him to cast her country in such a bad 

light.  

Omar has a residency permit for the Federal Republic of Germany. He is not interested in 

naturalisation because it would mean having to renounce his Egyptian nationality in order to 

become a German citizen, and he has no intention of doing this because he and Sabine plan to live 

in Egypt sometime in the future. 

 

 This was not the case with Ismail (name changed). The 36-year-old doctor was born in Sudan and 

is one of approximately 500,000 people who have become naturalised since the introduction of new 

German citizenship laws between 2000 and 2004. Some people choose to become German citizens 

because they feel German. For others, it is the practical considerations that carry weight. So it was 

with Ismail, who wanted to avoid any complications in getting his  licence to practice medicine. 

Of the 80 million people who live in Germany, some seven million are foreign nationals. It is 

estimated that there are three million Muslims in Germany. The Federal Office of Statistics is 

unable to provide any accurate sta -tistics because the forms that must be filled out by all residents 

in local residents’ registration offices do not give Islam as a separate religion; Muslims instead tick 

the ‘Other religions’ box when indicating their religious beliefs on the form. Similarly, it is only 

possible to estimate the number of intercultural couples and families in Germany because of the 

fact that only marriages are recorded. Approximately 60,000 intercultural marriages are recorded 

every year, and this figure is on the rise. However, while couples and families living together 

outside wedlock are not the rule in Germany, they are certainly not the exception either. The 

Verband binationaler Familien und Partnerschaften estimates that there are approximately one 

million intercultural partnerships in Germany at present. 

Ismail and the 30-year-old nurse Barbara, who hails from Cologne, lived together for six years 

without getting married. This did not stop them having two children together, five-year-old Lina 

and 18-month-old Nils (names changed). Ismail came to Germany to study medicine in 1989. 

While completing his year of work experience at the University Clinic in Cologne in 1995 he met 

Barbara, who was training to become a nurse. She taught him how to make beds and he taught 

her how to take blood samples. 

According to Barbara, African or Arab men instinctively know how to charm a woman and make her 

feel desirable. She feels that most German men have lost the ability to do this. She also admires 

the way Africans move and loves African rhythms. She also loves the colour of their skin and says 

that Africans have an inherent pride that she finds highly attractive. Not only that, but they are 

generally more cheery than the Germans, even though the latter are usually materially better off. 

When she spent three weeks in Sudan with Ismail and the children in 2005, she was given a very 

warm welcome by Ismail’s large family. Tears were shed on their departure, but Barbara says that 
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she never considered moving to Sudan for good, even before she and Ismail went their separate 

ways. She values her personal freedom too much to even consider such a move. She cites the fact 

that it would be unthinkable for a woman to jog or ride a bicycle in Sudan. Moreover, even if they 

had moved to a big city like Khartoum, the cultural activities on offer would not have been enough 

for her. 

Ismail himself considers life in Sudan to be problematic for a number of reasons. For example, 

there are satellite dishes everywhere; people are always watching television. People converse less 

with each other and do less things with their children than was the case in the past, he says. 

Moreover, he has become used to the fact that you can discuss everything openly in Germany. In 

Sudan, on the other hand, there are a number of topics that are considered taboo in society. Ismail 

is appalled by the fact that a man in Sudan cannot even talk to his own brother about the subject 

of female genital mutilation. 

Be that as it may, Ismail is sometimes plagued by terrible homesickness. To alleviate the 

symptoms, he frequently gets together with Sudanese friends to chat and listen to Sudanese music. 

Barbara says that Ismail is a sunny person and that she is still fond of his uncomplicated, warm 

nature. However, she does feel that this mentality was one of the reasons that the relationship 

failed: Barbara and Ismail went their separate ways six months ago. 

Barbara says that once children are born and couples start to live the everyday life of a family, 

different cultural tendencies really do come to the fore. Without giving it a second thought, she 

expected Ismail to work during the day and be there for his family in the evenings and at 

weekends, just like her fa -ther. She became increasingly disillusioned by the fact that when Ismail 

came home from his strenuous shifts at the hospital he didn’t want to help her with her Arabic 

homework or talk Arabic to the children. What was worse, however, in Barbara’s opinion, was the 

fact that he often shirked his duties as a partner and father. She sums the situation up as follows: 

Ismail is a wonderful father, but only when he wants to be. 

Barbara had the feeling that she was responsible for the work, and Ismail for the play. Whenever 

she accompanied him to Sudanese parties or festivals, she and the children were left with the 

Sudanese women, who weren’t very interested in her, while Ismail was elsewhere – outside, 

somewhere, no idea where – in his element. 

Problems also arose when Ismail’s friends visited him at home once in a while so that Barbara 

could go out. The next morning, the flat would be full of cigarette smoke, the rooms full of 

spontaneous overnight guests, and the floor littered with empty bottles. 

Ismail, on the other hand, says that the relationship should have been put on a more stable footing 

right from the word go. In his opinion, marriage would have provided a secure foundation. He 

draws attention to the fact that German sayings point to the security offered by marriage; for 

example the phrase ‘safe harbour’ is used in German to denote marriage. This, he says, and other 

popular phases for marriage highlight the security and safety it offers. For many foreign nationals, 

however, marrying a German partner is about more than just belonging; in order to be able to stay 

in Germany, some people enter into relationships that mean little or nothing to them. 
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The term ‘sham marriage’ or ‘marriage of convenience’ is used to denote marriage between two 

people who do not love each other, but who tie the knot so that the foreign partner can legally 

remain in Germany. No one is going to sanction the existence of a black market for those who are 

willing to enter into such marriages and on which enormous sums of money change hands. On the 

other hand, people in Europe have got married, and continue to get married, not always for love 

but also for practical reasons, e.g. in order to reduce their income tax bills. In reality, though, 

proceedings very rarely result in the deportation of the foreign partner. 

Even though Ismail is now a German citizen, his bond to Sudan, the people there, and their 

customs are still very strong indeed. He accuses the Germans of not respecting the things that 

make foreign nationals different. In his opinion, the fact that Barbara did not respect his needs is 

the main reason why the relationship failed. He was particularly horrified by the fact that 

she would pick a fight with him in front of his friends, something which in his culture is absolutely 

taboo. 

One in three German marriages ends in divorce; in big cities this figure rises to almost one in two. 

Intercultural marriages are somewhat more stable. Here too there are very few differentiated 

statistics. However, according to counsellors, it is mainly marriages between a German man and an 

Eastern European or Asian woman that last longest. As a matter of fact, these pairings account for 

the lion’s share of all intercultural marriages in Germany. The second largest category is German 

women who marry Turkish men. The combination of Muslim men, who have internalised the more 

patriarchal social structure of their upbringing, and German women, who are used to taking charge 

of their own lives, would appear to be less  

stable than marriages between German men and German women. 

Why didn’t Barbara and Ismail go for marriage counselling? The Verband binationaler Familien und 

Partnerschaften (iaf) and Caritas both offer counselling that is tailored to meet the needs of 

intercultural couples. Barbara was willing to go for counselling; Ismail, on the other hand, did not 

like the idea. According to Barbara, Ismail is a proponent of the ‘just forget it’ attitude that is also 

widespread among German men. She had the impression that he was suppressing a number of 

things, not only problems in the relationship. However, she understands that for him, this was 

often the only way to deal with overwhelming homesickness and the constant feeling of being a 

stranger in a strange land. Barbara thinks that it must be awful not to feel really at home anywhere; 

after all these years in Germany, Ismail now feels like a stranger in Sudan too. 

There is more than a hint of this inner conflict when Ismail says that he advises his young relatives 

in Sudan, who look up to him and seek his advice, not to go abroad. He says that he is all alone 

here and that he has to protect himself. He didn’t think that counselling would have been a good 

idea because he felt sure the counsellor would have been a German – in all likelihood a woman – 

and would certainly have taken Barbara’s side. Nor does he want to see the children on a regular 

basis because he feels that Barbara could use them as a means of exerting pressure on him. Ismail 

doesn’t want to be hurt again. He explains his behaviour with a Sudanese saying: ‘You can close 

the door that lets in the wind’. 
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 Çig?dem is 45 years old. She knows that life in Germany is not always easy for Muslims. She 

came to Germany from Turkey with her parents and siblings when she was only one year old. 

While she herself was a friendly, well-behaved child who never caused offence, her brother, a more 

aggressive character, certainly did experience discrimination. Çig?dem has a degree in Islamic 

Studies, is a devout Muslim, and has been teaching Islamic Studies at a secondary school in 

Cologne for three years now. Some 170 of the school’s 600 pupils attend her classes. She has 

often experienced the hostility of German pupils towards Turkish pupils, but stresses that Turkish 

children are no angels either. She is convinced that the time has come to stop pointing the finger 

of blame and to start addressing the realities of modern German society. The population growth 

rate among the approximately 2.5 million Turkish people living in Germany is 2.1% as opposed to -

- 0.1% among German nationals. Anyone who is interested in peaceful coexistence in society, she 

says, simply cannot ignore the identity problems of Turkish children and leave religious education 

to the khojas in the Koran schools. 

Çig?dem says that she has two homelands, Germany and Turkey, and that there are benefits and 

draw-backs to life in both countries. In Turkey, she says, the people are more lively, more friendly, 

more sympathetic; in Germany, she values the fact that things are better organised. Maybe, she 

muses, she will return to Turkey when she retires. When faced with having to choose one 

nationality, she chose Turkish. As a result, she is not allowed to vote in Germany, but that’s OK 

with her. 

She was not always able to unite both sides of her personality as easily and peacefully as she can 

today. As a teenager, she hated her father’s short temper and his sometimes choleric outbursts. 

This is why she consciously chose a partner who would remain level-headed in all situations. She 

wanted a man who would think before he spoke. She found the man she was looking for in 45-

year-old Paul (name changed), whom she met while she was at college. Together they have three 

children: 16-year-old Kemal, 14-year-old Hülya, and 11-year-old Selmin. 

Many young Muslim women in Germany have to hide from their parents love relationships that are 

not sanctioned by marriage. Çig?dem’s parents were also worried about what the neighbours and 

their relations in Turkey would say about her marriage. Muslim men are permitted to marry Muslim, 

Christian, or Jewish women. However, it is generally held  that Muslim women are forbidden to 

marry Jewish or Christian men. 

Çig?dem thinks it is ridiculous to obey rules – even religious ones – blindly, without questioning 

them. She considered the question as to whether she was allowed to marry Paul (a Christian) very 

carefully and performed ijtihad. She noted that the Koran does not state that a Muslim woman can 

only marry a Muslim man and not another monotheist. This, she says, was a subsequent 

interpretation arrived at by legal scholars who believed that women were weak and would convert 

to their husband’s religion, as a result of which the children issuing from the marriage would not be 

brought up in the Muslim faith, a state of affairs that is forbidden by the Koran. In Çig?dem’s 

experience, the exact opposite is the case; the faith of many Turkish men is less strong than that 

of Turkish women, who exemplify their faith to their children and pass it on to them in the way 

they live their lives. She believes that all Muslims are permitted to marry Jews or Christians and 
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that men are only mentioned in the Koran because that was simply the way things were at that 

time. 

Even though Çig?dem and Paul fight a lot – something Çig?dem attributes not least to her Oriental 

temperament, which sometimes gets the better of her  – it is very rarely about religion or about 

things that arise from their different cultural backgrounds. As is the case with German couples, 

they fight about day-to-day things or about typical gender issues. For example, when they argue, 

Paul withdraws and refuses point blank to discuss certain things, while Çig?dem needs to talk in 

order to deal with the problem and her relationship. Divorce, though, is not an issue for either of 

them. 

The couple once had a serious row. Çig?dem’s sister was getting married in Turkey. The wedding 

was due to take place in the middle of the school term so there was nothing for it but to fly to 

Turkey. Paul didn’t want to come because of his extreme fear of flying. Çig?dem, on the other hand, 

did not want to attend the wedding without him. At the end of the day, Paul did fly with her to 

Turkey, not least thanks to the mediation of their daughter Selmin, who refused to let the matter 

go until her parents had promised to put their differences behind them. 

Variety is a matter of course for the children of intercultural marriages because they grow up in 

two cultures. In those cases where the influence of their environment, which often treats the 

coexistence of cultures as a problem, is not all that strong, these children can make the most of 

the different languages, cultures, and religions. They seem to be outstanding mediators, the ‘global 

players’ that our society needs – a society that is still having difficulty coming to terms with its 

multicultural identity. 

Intercultural partnerships and families are a miniature testing ground for the lessons that society 

must learn in order to avoid a clash of hostile parallel societies in the future. According to the 

couples interviewed for this article, equality in disputes and above all patience are important. With 

the exception of Barbara, all interviewees found that day-to-day problems and typical man-woman 

issues were more problematic than issues arising from different cultural backgrounds. Sabine even 

considers the cultural divide an advantage: in order to ensure that their relationship works, she 

and Omar are forced to address their relationship in much more detail than would have been the 

case if both of them had been German. Right from the start, they had to learn to argue 

constructively. As a result, their relationship is possibly even more stable than some German 

relationships. She expects to have difficulties with the fact that once in Egypt, their neighbours will 

watch eve rything they do. She is sure that she and Omar will fight about this. At the same time, 

she knows from experience that ‘as long as we meet each other halfway, we’ll be all right’. 

 

Translated by Aingeal Flanagan  

 

Stephanie Gsell is a freelance journalist based in Cologne. Her most recent publication was a book about the 

songs of Umm Kulthum: Das Herz liebt alles Schöne. Die Lieder der Umm Kulthum (The Heart Loves All That Is 

Beautiful: The Songs of Umm Kulthum). Published by Verlag Hans Schiler (Berlin 2005). 

 

 


