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Moderator: Dr Silja Matthiesen, Institut für Sexualforschung 
und Forensische Psychiatrie, Zentrum für Psychosoziale 
Medizin, Universitätsklinikum Hamburg-Eppendorf

Subjects in advice services: 
body concepts and ideas of 
sexuality

This workshop confronted the challenge of imparting an un-
derstanding approach to ideas about the body, sexuality and 
relationships between the sexes that are foreign to the Ger-
man perspective – a challenge that is very signifi cant to the 
intercultural work with migrant women and men. Without 
looking at these issues from the perspective of the migrant 
women and without expanding our own preconceptions that 
are tied to specifi c traditions and historical developments, 
acceptable advice and appropriate research are not possible.

Th e fi rst contribution takes the Islamic studies perspective to pres-
ent the rules of Islamic sexual ethics as a system of norms that was 
formerly inherently consistent. Many elements were relativized or 
modifi ed over the course of modernization processes, so that there 
are contradictory rules and multiple interpretations in play today 
(Patrick Franke). Th e second contribution reports on experiences 
from practice in sexual therapy and addresses the stress factors, 
disruptions and problems migrant women have and which need 
to be picked up by sexuality education and processed in sexual 
therapy. Th e legal and social living situation of migrant women in 
Germany with its consequences for the (power) relationships be-
tween women and men form the backdrop that should be born in 
mind when confronting the migrant women’s issues (Meral Renz). 
Th e third contribution reconstructs the subjective signifi cance of 
contraception using material from qualitative social research for 
Turkish and eastern European women. Th e concepts of contracep-
tion are associated with specifi c understandings of life planning, 
gender relationships as well as body concepts, and in this context 
‘contraception myths’ also have their use (Cornelia Helff erich).
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and the woman’s sexual availability. Apart from certain times, 
during which sexual intercourse is forbidden (menstruation, the 
post-partum period, daytime during the month of Ramadan), 
the husband has, in theory, unlimited access to his wives’ sexu-
ality. However, generally speaking the wives are accorded some 
sexual and reproductive rights too. Legally, the Islamic nikâh 
marriage is not a lifelong bond, but a permanent contract that 
is similar in nature to an employer-employee relationship. Th e 
husband can dissolve this contract relatively easily by repudiat-
ing (talâq) the wife three times. According to traditional Islamic 
law, the wife does not have the right to divorce, but under cer-

tain circumstances she can buy herself free from her husband by 
forgoing some or even all of the dowry (mahr) she is entitled to. 

§ Since nikâh is a religious value in itself and does not just obtain 
its justifi cation by citing the intention to reproduce, tradition-
al Islam has a relatively relaxed attitude towards contraception. 
Most Muslim scholars tend to be tolerant towards abortion, but 
only up until the fourth month, because, according to Islamic 
belief, it is at this time that a child is bestowed with a soul. After 
this time termination was and still is unanimously considered 
forbidden.

§ Both the Koran (cf. Q 24:32) and various reports attributed to 
the prophet invite Muslims to marry off  men and women who 
are in their care as quickly as possible. For that reason child mar-
riages were very widespread in the pre-modern Islamic societies. 
A voluntarily single life is generally frowned upon in Islam. 

§ Even though there has been a long-standing tradition of same-
sex love in Islamic countries, sexual acts between members of the 
same sex have always been considered a sin.

Sexual-ethical concepts in Islam 
and how they are changing

Prof. Patrick Franke, Universität Bamberg

Because of different geographic, historical and 
social contexts, Islam now has a large number of 
different forms. But there is a system of ethical 
norms applying to sexuality about which there is 
still a great degree of unanimity.

Traditional Islamic sexual ethics

Th e norms of Islamic sexual ethnics can be described 
in eight points. 

 § Th e purity laws (tahara) in Islamic teaching are 
of fundamental signifi cance for the everyday 
lives of Muslims. Th ey regulate the relationship 
between sexuality and religion. Th ey state that 
women and men are considered impure (djunub) after certain 
sexual acts and may only pray or fulfi l religious duties again after 
ritual ablutions (ghusl).

 § One aspect that is very important to traditional Islamic sexual 
ethnics is the binary distinction between ‘permitted sexual inter-
course’, nikâh, and ‘forbidden sexual intercourse’, zinâ. Sexual 
intercourse is only allowed within a marriage or in the concubi-
nage of the man with his own slave. When sexual intercourse is 
nikâh it is not only not a sin, it is even a pious act. Zinâ on the 
other hand is considered one of the great sins (kabâ‘ir), which 
is only exceeded in severity by lack of faith (kufr) and murder 
(qatl). 

 § As in other religions, there are also prohibitions against incest 
and there are rules about who can marry. One special feature of 
Islam is the expansion of the incest concept from blood relatives 
to milk relatives.

§ Another aspect of great signifi cance on sexuality is the rule re-
quiring the awra (modesty area) to be covered up. For men the 
awra is the area between the navel and the knees, which always 
has to be covered. Th e extent of the awra among women depends 
on the situation they are in. If a woman can be seen by men (ex-
cluding those whom she would be precluded from marrying), she 
has to cover everything except for her face, hands and feet. Th e 
rule to ‘cover up one’s modesty’ is closely associated in traditional 
Islam with the separation of the sexes (hijab, literally: veil) that 
shapes social life in many Muslim societies to this day.

§ One characteristic aspect of the traditional Islamic sexual eth-
ics is the asymmetrical concept of marriage that gives the hus-
band a privileged position. Within a marriage there is a synal-
lagmatic relationship between the man’s fi nancial contributions 

“One characteristic aspect of the tra-
ditional Islamic sexual ethics is the 
asymmetrical concept of marriage 
that gives the husband a privileged 
position. Within a marriage there is a 
synallagmatic relationship between 
the man’s financial contributions and 
the woman’s sexual availability.”
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Concepts of sexuality and relation-
ships in migration
Meral Renz1 , Praxis für Psychotherapie, Paar- und Sexualthera-
pie, Sexualpädagogik, Interkulturelle Th erapie, Essen

The intercultural society needs an intercultural perspective 
on sexuality and relationship concepts. Three levels have to be 
taken into account: the global view, the situation in Germany, 
and personal opportunities and resources.

Global view

Migration is a global phenomenon. People emigrate for econom-
ic, political and personal reasons. Men and women migrants bring 
a diversity of values to their new society, some of which contradict 
those of the destination country. When working with target groups 
in prophylaxis and advice, it is necessary to see sexuality and relation-
ships from the migrants’ perspective.

The situation in Germany

‘Family’ is given a high standing in migration and develops a diverse 
family culture that is subject to diff erent infl uences (e.g. media in 
the native language, religious communities). Th e living conditions 
of migrant families are determined by laws that regulate immigra-
tion, work and status. Th e desire to marry within the same ethnic 
group is a phenomenon that plays a particularly big role in migration. 
Since labour recruitment has stopped, people from non-EU countries 
can only enter Germany as tourists or by joining their spouses. Th is 
means that there are more forced marriages and arranged marriages 
when the living conditions in the home country force individuals to 
emigrate because of wars or poor economic conditions. Th ose who 
come to Germany by joining a spouse are legally and fi nancially de-
pendent on their partner. Marriage-related migration also creates a 
power imbalance between the spouses. Because of the economic and 
social circumstances, the family and the relationship are under im-
mense pressure. Diff erent socializations of the spouses in the home 

Changes since the early twentieth century

As a result of contact with Western values and concepts of rights, the 
traditional Islamic system governing sexual ethics underwent some 
signifi cant changes even in the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. Child marriages were banned in many Islamic countries in the 
colonial period. Th e abolition of slavery meant that concubinage, an 
important institution for men’s sexual lives, ceased to exist. In some 
countries, such as Turkey (1926) and Tunisia (1956) polygamy was 
forbidden, while in others it was at least diminished through the in-
troduction of a system of marital contracts where the wife can stipu-
late no additional marriages on the part of her husband. Th e period up 
to the mid-twentieth century brought other legal improvements for 
women in various Islamic countries (prohibition of forced marriage, 
equal treatment of the wife in divorce law, abolition of the require-
ment for women to be veiled etc.). Overall, the extensive moderniza-
tion and secularization programmes that began in many countries of 
the Islamic world from the mid-twentieth century onwards have led 
to components of the Islamic system of norms governing sexual ethics 
to be pushed into the background.

Over the course of the general re-Islamization process that began in 
the late 1960s and went hand-in-hand with a fi ght against authoritar-
ian political system, Islamic sexual ethics have been revitalized. Since 
the 1970s for example, many Muslim women have returned voluntar-
ily to wearing a headscarf in order to express their membership of the 
Muslim community and their high standard of morality, but also to 
express their protest against the authoritarian modernization regimes 
(‘veiled revolution’). In some countries, such as Iran, Pakistan, Sudan, 
Afghanistan and Nigeria, in which Islamic movements achieved in-
fl uence or even control over the government’s actions, comprehensive 
Islamization of sexual ethics has taken place. Th e return to traditional 
Islamic sexual norms is not limited to governmental level; it also has 
many proponents in Muslim society. For example, since the 1980s 
there has been a revival of Islamic polygamy in some Islamic coun-
tries.

As part of the re-Islamization process, an Islamic women’s move-
ment has also developed. Its eff orts in the sphere of sexual eth-
ics mainly focus on fi nding new interpretations, more favourable 
to women, of Koran verses from which traditional Islam derives 
a husband’s right to use violence against his wife (esp. Q 4:34). 
Some Muslim women living in Western countries have, in books, 
called for a comprehensive reform of Islamic sexual ethics.

WORKSHOP

„“The desire to marry 
within the same ethnic 
group is a phenomenon 
that plays a particularly 
big role in migration.” 
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country and as a migrant in Germany make the relationship more 
diffi  cult. Often, individuals who grew up in Germany cannot express 
themselves adequately in their mother tongue, while the marriage-re-
lated migrants cannot speak suffi  cient German. Th e migration event 
infl uences and alters gender identity, gender roles and the gender and 
generational hierarchy. It could be, for example, that a man who had 
a higher social standing in his home country becomes dependent on 
his wife and her family as a result of a marriage-related migration. Th e 
failure of a relationship can have negative consequences for the person 
who followed the spouse to Germany, both legally and personally, 
because of their dependence.

Personal opportunities and resources

Socio-economic conditions as well as cultural-religious infl uences 
from the home country on the one hand and the living circumstances 
of the destination country on the other hand infl uence, among oth-
er things, the sexuality education received, the choice of partner and 
family planning. Personal resources determine how people develop 
under migration conditions and how they shape their lives. Migration 
means a separation from family and from the social environment, and 
leads to experiences with exclusion and discrimination identity prob-
lems and insecurity because of changed gender roles.

In order to enjoy a good relationship and a satisfying sexuality, cou-
ples need resources and skills. Th ese include that they should trust 
their own strength, be able to enjoy themselves and work well in a 
relationship, and that they should have a self-determined sexuality. 
Th e greater the degree of education and economic independence, the 
more they infl uence the self-determined partner choice, planning of a 
family, and sexuality. Even though migration causes some of the men 
to end up in weaker positions, it is usually the women who are socially 
weaker. Th ey have too few freedoms to explore relationships and their 
sexuality independently of their origin and their family. Th e position 
of the woman is crucial for the age at which they get married, their 
choice of partner, for pregnancy, contraception and terminations. 
Pre-marital sexual relationships are generally undesirable. Marriage 
takes place at a young age. Sexual inexperience can lead to problems 
such as vaginismus and to diffi  culty reaching orgasm.

Summary for practical work

In the fi eld of counselling services, it is necessary to know the migra-
tion history and the legal and social circumstances of the migrants 
(women and men alike) and to confront asymmetries of power. Th e 
advice should be resource-oriented. In Islam, sexuality is seen as a pos-
itive part of life, for example. Contraception is allowed and termina-
tions are possible. Strengthening the women improves the situation 
of the families.

Subjective concepts of the body 
and of contraception in Turkish and 
eastern European contexts
Prof. Cornelia Helff erich, Sozialwissenschaftliches Frauen-
ForschungsInstitut, Evangelische Hochschule Freiburg

When women talk about contraception, they always also 
talk about ‘other things’: about their bodies, about men, about 
their lives and about their desires. The study ‘women’s lives – 
family panning and migration’1 allowed eastern European and 
Turkish women migrants to talk about their experiences with 
contraception in 41 qualitative-biographical interviews. In the 
evaluation, these statements about contraception were seen 
as manifestations of a comprehensive, diverse discourse that 
includes these ‘other things’. 

Th e comparison of a Turkish and an eastern European discourse 
about contraception is intended to highlight diff erences against the 
backdrop of the women’s relevant contraceptive contexts. Among the 
Turkish women surveyed, most of their contraceptive events occurred 
within a marriage and they were designed to be long-term. For eastern 
European women contraception also plays a role in extramarital sexu-
al contacts; these women are more likely to expect a marriage to end, 
whereupon they will be the ones raising the child(ren).

Th ere are at fi rst few diff erences when it comes to the contraception 
they actually use: the Pill is the most widespread contraceptive, while 
the IUD/IUS is becoming increasingly signifi cant when the fami-
ly-formation phase is complete. Turkish and eastern European wom-
en of the fi rst generation often started using contraception after the 
fi rst child. However, the reasons here vary: among Turkish women, 
the high value of virginity before marriage, a young age at marriage, 
and the desire to have a child soon all mean that it is not necessary to 
use contraception early. Th e fi rst-generation eastern European wom-
en did not use contraception before their fi rst child not least because 
contraception was not easily available in the former communist coun-
tries. Th e changes in the second generation, especially the fact that 
the women start using contraception earlier, are part of the decou-

„
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“Turkish and eastern 
European women of 
the first generation 
often started using 
contraception after 
the first child.”
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Discussion and 
conclusions

The discussion questioned the validity of the traditional Islam-
ic norms governing sexual ethics for young women today and 
the compatibility in principle of Western Christian and Islamic 
concepts of sexuality, which grew from diff erent historical de-
velopments. In general, it was emphasized that it is important 
to take the migrant women’s perspective into account. In light 
of the complex processes of relativization and revitalization of 
traditional Islamic sexual ethics, diff erentiations were suggested 
and it was concluded that the diversity and inconsistency of a 
system of norms and ways of life regarding sexuality and contra-
ception today need also to be taken into account. Th e workshop 
itself has shown how productive a discussion that includes all 
occupational groups is, and that it should be developed further.  

pling of marriage and the fi rst child (fi rst birth is delayed) or, in some 
cases, the decoupling of sexuality and marriage, a phenomenon which 
has long been apparent in Germany and which is now infl uencing the 
two migrant groups to varying degrees.

Similarities and diff erences can also be found in the way they talk 
about contraception.

§ Security: the more having children is taken for granted, and the 
more fl exible the marriage framework (‘children are to be born’), 
the less important is planning security through contraception in 
the Turkish discourse. Security is consistently a central issue for 
eastern European women, after the fi rst child at the latest. 

§ Th e body: the negative infl uence of hormones, which aff ect the 
mood, impair fertility and let ‘things happen to my body’, is giv-
en a lot of space in the Turkish discourse. With a more psycho-
somatic-holistic attitude towards their bodies, the Pill and the 
IUS are seen as a disruption. Th e eastern European discourse 
also addresses the side eff ects and risks, hormones are considered 
‘poisons’, a ‘danger’, and a ‘burden’ to the body. But in this case 
it is contrasted with a high level of agreeableness, a high level of 
satisfaction and even positive side eff ects on the body. Th e ‘dam-
age’ is balanced against other damage such as a termination. Th e 
body and fertility are seen as functional aspects that need to be 
controlled.

§ Intimate relationships: in the Turkish discourse, which ties 
sexuality to marriage, contraception means shaping the family 
together with their husband (‘we’ perspective) even though he 
leaves the issue of contraception up to his wife. In the eastern 
European discourse a woman’s reproductive autonomy is highly 
valued as it allows her to shape her life autonomously with or 
without children and with or without a man (‘I’ perspective). 

Both discourses are changing. Th ey contain contradictory elements 
and there are many overlaps. It is possible in certain family situations 
that security can be given a lot of importance in the Turkish discourse 
for example. Nevertheless it is important to look at these ‘other things’, 
i.e. concepts of the body, intimate relationships and life plans, which 
aff ect the discourse on contraception. Furthermore sexuality should 
be incorporated into the analysis as a signifi cant fourth ‘other thing’ – 
something the study ‘women’s lives’ cannot do. 
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