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Let’s Not Talk About The Bad Stuff

The issue of family violence within the Muslim community pushed
researchers from Beyond the Hijab, Crit Talk, Penawar and WALI to
undertake an exploratory study into how issues regarding family violence
are being communicated in Muslim pre-marriage courses (PMCs). PMCs are
meant to help couples ‘build a strong and long-lasting marriage from the
start’.1 More than 10,000 participants have attended one of the available
PMCs, Cinta Abadi, since 2014.2
We conducted face-to-face interviews with 22 Muslim women respondents
between the ages of 26 and 35 years old, between January and March
2019. These interviews aimed to explore (i) the respondents’ opinions of
the course, (ii) what was taught to them during their course and, (iii) if there
was any mention of family violence in their course.
Our research finds that PMCs promoted overt and subtle forms of violence:
discursive violence, spiritual violence, physical violence, sexual violence and
psychological violence (see Sections 2.1 to 2.5). Discursive violence is seen
in the assigning of specific, gendered roles and responsibilities to husband
and wife. Almost none of the respondents recalled the course trainers
condemning abusive behaviour; on the contrary they remembered some
trainers indirectly condoning physical and sexual violence through the use
of religious and cultural ideology. Discussions on family violence were often
framed as ‘ineffective communication’ between spouses, which not only
downplays the seriousness of family violence, but reinforces erroneous
beliefs that family violence is a family matter that can be privately resolved
(see Section 2.6).
Fortunately, the respondents demonstrated awareness of the different
types of family violence. In their reflections (shown in boxes in Chapter 2),
they question the different forms of violence that were promoted by their

trainers as being part of an Islamic marriage. Thus, there is a significant
disconnect between what the respondents are expected to put in practice
“Marriage Preparation Programmes for Muslim couple,” Ministry of Social and Family Development,
https://www.msf.gov.sg/policies/Marriages/Preparing-for-Marriage/Pages/default.aspx#MuslimCouple.
2
“Cinta Abadi Marriage Preparation Programme,” Ministry of Social and Family Development, https://
www.msf.gov.sg/policies/Marriages/Preparing-for-Marriage/cinta-abadi/Pages/default.aspx.
1
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and their own lived realities.
The report ends with seven recommendations for the curriculum, directed
at MSF, the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore (Majlis Ugama Islam
Singapore, MUIS) and PMC providers (see Chapter 3).
1. Recognise both spouses as equal partners and remove all forms
of discursive violence. Marriage is and must be a partnership of
equal responsibilities and rights.
2. Include a comprehensive discussion of family violence and the
spectrum of abusive behaviour.
3. Emphasise mutual respect in the curriculum to nurture the
values of sakinah, mawaddah and rahmah.
4. Discuss sex and family planning in terms of mutual consent.
5. Teach effective communication skills and non-violent conflict
resolution.
6. Expand the course curriculum to cover married couples’ lived
realities as comprehensively as possible. Potential topics include
parenting styles, financial planning and conflict resolution.
7. Include information on customising the marriage contract and
the legal rights and obligations of each party when entering and
exiting a marriage.

6
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Introduction

Family violence has recently been raised as a concern within the Muslim
community in Singapore. In 2017, the Ministry of Social and Family
Development (MSF) launched the campaign “Break the Silence Against
Family Violence” to raise awareness of the issue. The Islamic Religious
Council of Singapore (MUIS) has also issued strong statements against
family violence. As a signatory to the United Nation’s Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the
Singapore government is legally obliged to take all appropriate measures
to eliminate discrimination against women and advance gender equality.
Against this backdrop, researchers from community groups Beyond the
Hijab, Crit Talk, Penawar and WALI sought to better understand how issues
regarding family violence are being communicated in Muslim pre-marriage
courses (PMCs).
In the context of Muslim societies and family laws, the concepts of
qiwamah3 and wilayah4 are typically used to place women under men’s
guardianship. These concepts assume that men are superior: they are
physically stronger, they protect and they financially provide. Conversely,
women are assumed to be inferior: they are vulnerable, they need
protection and they must obey men in return. At the same time, the Qur’an
describes marriage as encompassing three values: sakinah, mawaddah and
rahmah (30:21).
1. Sakinah, derived from the Arabic root ن-ك-س, encompasses the
concepts of dwelling or resting in serenity. In marriage, a spouse is
meant to be a symbolic ‘home’, a resting place where one can be at
ease.
2. Mawaddah, derived from the Arabic root د-د-و, means desire, love
and affection. As one of the attributes of Allah is Al-Wadud, or the
Most Loving, love between human beings is a sign of God’s
Qiwamah generally denotes a husband’s authority over his wife and his financial responsibility
towards her.
4
Wilayah generally denotes the right and duty of male family members to exercise guardianship over
female members and grants fathers priority over mothers in guardianship of their children.
3
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existence.
3. Rahmah, from the Arabic root م-ح-ر, refers to mercy between both
humans and from Allah, who is attributed to be both Ar-Rahman (The
Most Gracious) and Ar-Rahim (The Most Merciful). In marriage, mercy
can mean giving the benefit of doubt, kindness in overlooking small
faults and forgiving any hurts.
Indeed, one of the signs of a Divine Creator is the opportunity for deep
affection and comfort between two Muslims in a marriage:
And of Their signs is that They created for you from yourselves
mates that you may find tranquility in them; and They placed
between you affection and mercy. Indeed in that are signs for a
people who give thought. (Qur’an, 30:21)

Furthermore, the physical, emotional and sexual intimacy shared between
spouses––expected and desirable in a marriage––is likened to the closeness
of ‘clothing’ against skin (Qur’an, 2:187). Additionally, karamah or dignity
(Qur’an, 17:70), taradi wa tashawur or consultation and mutual consent
(Qur’an, 2:233) are also important foundations of a marriage.5
Concepts like sakinah, mawaddah and rahmah do not merely exist in the
abstract but have a tangible impact on the lives of women and men. In
contrast to these concepts, the concepts of qiwamah and wilayah imply a
form of discursive violence. Discursive violence is the ‘[scripting of] groups
or persons in places, and in ways that counter how they would define
themselves’.6 In other words, women and men are being scripted into
marriage roles, regardless of individual circumstances or preferences. Most
PMC trainers subscribe to such gender roles, which they explicitly and
implicitly prescribe to participants during the courses.

Adis Duderĳa, Alina Isac Alak and Kristin Hissong, Islam and Gender: Major Issues and Debates
(Oxon: Routledge, 2020); Musawah, Musawah Vision for the Family (Musawah, 2016); Ziba MirHosseini, Mulki Al-Sharmani and Jana Rumminger, eds., Men in Charge?: Rethinking Authority in
Muslim Legal Tradition (London: Oneworld Publications, 2015).
6
John Paul Jones III, Heidi J. Nast, and Susan M. Roberts, eds., “Conclusion: Crossing Thresholds,” in
Thresholds in Feminist Geography: Difference, Methodology, Representation, (Maryland: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1997), 394.
5
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The discursive violence found in the PMCs can be considered a form of
gendered spiritual abuse (i.e. when both gender and religion are used to
justify abusive behaviour). Spiritual abuse often happens alongside
emotional or financial abuse in family violence. Gendered spiritual abuse
takes place ‘within a larger social context that shapes and influences power
hierarchy and relations’.7 Promoting rigid gender roles and hierarchy in
marriage can be considered a form of gendered spiritual abuse because it
comes with threats of divine consequences.
Research shows that there is a correlation between men’s adherence to
sexist, patriarchal, and/or sexually hostile attitudes and the use of violence
against women.8 These attitudes include the idea that men should be
dominant in households and intimate relationships, and that men have the
right to enforce their dominance.9 Thus, engaging in discursive violence can
cause real-world family violence.
This exploratory study was undertaken because many Muslim couples
attend PMCs, even though these are not compulsory, and the information
and attitudes delivered in these courses play a major role in normalising or
condemning family violence. Institutions such as MSF and MUIS also
understand the importance of a standard curriculum, producing a statesanctioned Muslim PMC curriculum known as “Cinta Abadi: Marriage of a
Lifetime”, which was recently revised in October 2020. There are
approximately 12 MSF-approved private operators who follow this
curriculum.10 Apart from Cinta Abadi, other curricula such as Kasih Sejati
and Darul Arqam’s Marriage Guidance Course are developed by other
private PMC vendors.

Leandra Hinojosa Hernandez and Sarah de Los Santos Upton, Challenging Reproductive Control and
Gendered Violence in the Americas (London: Lexington Books, 2018), xx.
8
Michael Flood and Bob Pease, “Factors Influencing Attitudes to Violence Against Women,” Trauma
Violence & Abuse 10(2) (May 2009): 125-142.
9
Ibid., 128.
10
At the same time, these private operators and another network of private operators also conduct
their own PMCs, which are not regulated by the state. See “List of Cinta Abadi Operators,” Ministry of
Social and Family Development, https://www.msf.gov.sg/policies/Marriages/Preparing-for-Marriage/
cinta-abadi/Pages/List-of-Cinta-Abadi-Operators.aspx.
11
“Cinta Abadi Marriage Preparation Programme,” Ministry of Social and Family Development.
7
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According to MSF, 95 percent of participants found Cinta Abadi beneficial
as they ‘learn[ed] more about themselves and their partner, and how to
manage marriage issues’.11 Among other things, Cinta Abadi (2014)
encourages couples to share their ‘thoughts and feelings’ on their visions
and values, through a process of ‘syura or consensus-based decision
making’.12
MSF hopes for the PMCs to help couples ‘build a strong and long-lasting
marriage from the start’.13 Violence is one of seven ‘red flags’ of a marriage
falling apart, as stated in the Cinta Abadi curriculum:
Violence can include physical hurt (ranging from a slap, a push and to
more violent acts), emotional threats (e.g. ‘I’ll jump down if you leave
me’) or psychological threat (e.g. threatening to hurt your spouse
with a knife) are all signs that the marriage is not in good shape.
Seek help the minute you find yourself in a violent marriage.14

Since women are more likely than men to be victims of violence, this project
focuses on female course participants as respondents and their
perspectives on violence. Respondents were recruited through a public callout and snowball sampling. Between January and March 2019, we
conducted face-to-face interviews with 22 Muslim women between the
ages of 26 and 35 of different ethnicities (with 91 percent identifying as
Malay), who had attended PMCs.15 Half of the respondents have at least a
Bachelor’s degree. 80 percent are married, with the rest divorced or still
engaged to be married as of the time of the interview.
As this research is an exploratory study into the contents of PMCs as
delivered, the convenience sample of 22 respondents is meant to give an
insight into the women’s lived realities and is thus not representative of the
overall population of people who attend PMCs.
Ministry of Social and Family Development, Cinta Abadi Marriage of a Lifetime (Singapore: Ministry
of Social and Family Development), 83.
13
“Marriage Preparation Programmes for Muslim couple,” Ministry of Social and Family Development,
https://www.romm.gov.sg/resources/marriage_preparation.asp.
14
Ministry of Social and Family Development, Cinta Abadi, 83.
15
See Annex for the list of vendors provided in the interview.
12
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We were guided by the following questions in this research project:
1. What is the general view of pre-marriage courses?
2. What was communicated to participants of the pre-marriage course?
3. Was there any mention of family violence in the pre-marriage course?
The semi-structured interviews covered the themes of the roles and
responsibilities of spouses, family violence and sexual intimacy as discussed
by the respondents’ PMC trainers. The interviews were principally guided
by what the respondents could recall of their experiences: what their
trainers said, how they said it, and the general setting. Follow-up questions
were asked on their reflections of these experiences. Course participants of
the same PMC provider (with identical course materials) may report
different experiences, depending on the trainers assigned to their course
and the contributions (or silences) of other participants during the course.
We chose oral history as a method that would provide ‘a more realistic and

12
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fair reconstruction of the past, a challenge to the established account […]
by introducing new evidence from the underside, by shifting the focus and
opening new areas of inquiry’.16 The women’s narratives or recollections
give insight into how they make meaning of the ‘events, experiences and
choices’ in their lives.17 The time period between attending a PMC and a
respondent’s interview is an important factor to consider in the analysis. We
observed that when more time has passed, the more reflective a
respondent would be in identifying changes in their understanding of
themselves and the implications of their life choices in marriage.
The research was validated via presentations of key findings and
recommendations to:
1. Women who fit the same recruitment criteria as our interview
respondents. We did this through an online Focus Group Discussion
(FGD) on 2 February 2021 and two separate phone interviews for those
who were unable to attend the FGD. Of the 14 respondents that took
part in the validation exercise, nine were married, three were engaged
and two were either separated or divorced.
2. We also reached out to several PMC trainers but only one trainer
agreed to meet with us. This meeting was conducted via Zoom on 24
February 2021.
This is an exploratory research and is not intended to assess the trainers’
delivery or their adherence to the curriculum. Due to the chosen research
method, the findings cannot be extrapolated to the experiences of others
who have attended PMCs. However, care has been taken to validate the
research findings. We hope that this study will inspire more research in this
field.
The following chapter discusses the research findings.
Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 6-7.
Edward Bruner, “Introduction: The Opening Up of Anthropology” in Text, Play and Story: The
Construction and Reconstruction of Self and Society, eds. Stuart Plattner and Edward M. Bruner
(Washington: American Ethnological Society, 1984), 1-16.
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This chapter covers analyses and discussions of:
1. Findings from the interviews, and;
2. Respondents’ reflections to contrast between what they
recall and their own responses to the instructions provided
by the pre-marriage course (PMC) trainers. These will be
presented in green boxes.

Our analysis reveals that virtually none of the pre-marriage courses
(PMCs) attended by our respondents addressed family violence in a way
that condemned abusive behaviour. Instead, most of these courses
promoted subtle forms of violence, i.e. discursive and psychological
violence. Some respondents recalled that trainers also indirectly
condoned physical and sexual violence, through the use of religious and
cultural ideology.
Despite this, many respondents demonstrated awareness of the different
types of family violence. During their courses, they questioned many of
the different forms of violence promoted in the PMCs and represented as
consistent with an Islamic marriage. The study finds a significant disconnect
between what the respondents are expected to practise (instruction) and
what they find applicable in their lives (reality).

DISCURSIVE VIOLENCE
2.1 Gender roles maintain patriarchal oppression
Discursive violence is the “[scripting of] groups or persons in places, and in
ways that counter how they would define themselves”.18 Most of the
respondents’ trainers subscribed to and promoted rigid ideas of gender
roles and responsibilities for husband and wife, whether they did so overtly
18

15

Jones III et al., “Conclusion: Crossing Thresholds,” 394.

Research Findings

or covertly. Some of these ideas are:
• The husband has a higher status than the wife;
• The wife should prioritise household chores and caregiving of
children;
• The husband has an irrefutable and unilateral right to sexual
intercourse;
• The wife’s demeanour and physical appearance has an impact on
marital happiness, and;
• The husband is responsible for the household’s security, income and
knowledge.
These ideas serve to maintain the patriarchal status quo: men should hold
most of the financial and spiritual resources, while women should do most
of the household labour and mental load. This hierarchy entrenches men in
positions of power over women, leaving the latter subordinate and
vulnerable.
Significantly, 18 of 22 respondents recounted that their training providers
attributed specific roles and responsibilities to the husband and the wife.
These roles and responsibilities are considered complementary, equally
important, and beneficial to both husband and wife: (i) the wife is
guaranteed nafkah (maintenance in the form of food, shelter, clothing or
financial support) by the husband, whether she works outside the home or
not, while (ii) the husband is guaranteed a comfortable home environment
that takes care of all his needs, in return for working outside the home to
support the family. Any failure to fulfil their responsibilities is a sin and a
threat to marital stability.
The traditionalist view that the wife should obey and satisfy the husband is
strongly observed in the respondents’ accounts. This results in double
standards for spouses. For example, the wife’s obedience is emphasised in
sexual intercourse (see Section 2.4 for sexual violence), while the husband’s
responsibility is to provide for both of them financially. However, the

16
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trainers do not always hold these rigid views on all matters. There are some
differences in interpretations of employment, household management, and
sexual intimacy. For example, two trainers welcome the idea of dual-income
households (albeit with certain conditions).
Nadia: [The] wife is supposed to be the queen lah. [The trainers] did
mention that in Singapore’s context, most wives are working wives.
We have to help out the husband. But they also said that the
husband cannot force the wife to work if the wife doesn't want [to].
Ayu: The [trainer] was saying like, you know, it’s a dual-income
[household] now…[otherwise] cannot survive. [A]s long as the
consensus is mutual [...] it’s fine.

As ‘head of the household’, the husband is solely responsible for providing
shelter and income. Many respondents, coming from dual-income
households, pointed out that this expectation is impractical in Singapore’s
economic context. As of 2015, just over half the families in Singapore are
dual-income households,19 with both spouses working and contributing to
home payments and household expenses. Insisting that husbands have to
provide for all financial needs creates unrealistic expectations and pressures
in the relationship, which may lead to resentment.
Some trainers encouraged couples to negotiate the responsibilities of
household management and child-raising. However, they did not elaborate
on how these negotiations could be conducted.
Sofia: Husband should do this, wife should do this – they don’t really
specify any of that first. I think for financial management it’s
something we do together because I remember we did an activity
together so we had to discuss.
Sabrina: In a marriage, we are taught to share the responsibilities
that we have. The male partner cannot just expect the female
partner to do the laundry, the household chores. [...] [The trainers
didn’t] really specify [roles] because they really wanted us to partner
19
Department of Statistics Singapore, “General Household Survey 2015,” (Department of Statistics
Singapore, 2016).
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up and work together and talk to each other.

The following subsections elaborate further on how fixing roles and
responsibilities can cause harm to both husband and wife as it is implied
that there is no need for the couple to discuss between themselves what
they would do together and separately. The lack of discussion about the
roles and responsibilities of husband and wife can lead to marital discord,
as there is no space for negotiation and adjustment.

2.1.1 Husband as ‘head of household’
Many trainers prioritised discussing the role and responsibility of the
husband over those of the wife. For example, a husband must provide
financially for his family. He must be knowledgeable of religion as his family
depends on his leadership and guidance. If he is not able to fulfil these
roles and burdens his wife with these responsibilities, he would be
evaluated as an incapable and unreliable husband.
The trainers’ perceptions of the superior status of the husband deeply
inform how they advise couples on their spousal roles and responsibilities,
as well as other family relationships in marriage. The concept of the ‘head
of the household’, assigned to the husband, reflects certain notions and
ideals that hinders women’s agency.
Mastura: What we were taught was that a man’s role is to, of course,
provide income, provide a roof over the head, provide food on the
table. And that even if the wife earns more, it doesn't matter. The
husband still has to do something about it. It's all about nafkah. [...]
[The] man is the leader of the house but the woman has to play a
huge role as well because it's an equal partnership. Yeah, I believe
she mentioned that a couple of times.

First, this concept indicates two different ideal spaces for husband and wife.
A husband belongs in the public sphere: he works outside the home to
provide for his family financially. On the other hand, a wife belongs to the
domestic sphere: she manages the home and everything required for her
husband to function outside the home. Some trainers insist that it is

18
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unnecessary, even inappropriate for her to work. If she does work, she must
seek her husband’s permission beforehand.
Shilah: [Wives] must ask for permission in anything that [they] do. So
even when you want to go to work, [it’s] actually not important, you
know? It's not a woman's role to seek knowledge outside of the
home.

Second, this concept implies a hierarchy: the husband is at the top,
followed by the wife and children. Some trainers promote this arrangement
as being beneficial to the wife as she is not under any pressure to provide
for the family financially. However, this means that she will be financially
dependent on the husband, while he also faces unrealistic pressure of
having to meet all the financial needs of the family.
Ayu: The ustazah [...] said, no matter what, the guy’s the head of the
family. [...] [It] doesn’t matter how high your education level is, your
place is here [hand gesture] and your husband’s place is here [hand
gesture]. [...] So the second [trainer] talked about how both partners
have equal stake in that relationship, but the ustazah kept on harping
on how the husband is of higher status.
Laila: Maybe prior to that, a lot of men [...] automatically assume that
it's a two-way street and the husband does not need to shelter the
wife [...] he can just lose his job, and then after that, the wife is
supposed to be the sole breadwinner. So, what I think the ustaz is
trying to say is that you are in charge of her right now [...] not her
father. So you have to, no matter what, always protect her and take
care of her because that’s your responsibility.

We suggest that the promotion of rigid gender roles can potentially lead to
psychological or sexual violence as it implies that spouses are obliged to
adhere to these rigid roles, regardless of the conditions in which they live.
This situation tends to affect women negatively, leaving a wife’s social and
physical well-being dependent solely on her husband.

19
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Respondents’ Reflections
Most respondents do not agree with the idea of hierarchy
between spouses, preferring an equal partnership.
Adilah: The husband has to provide. So, when the women
want to work [...] she has to ask permission from the husband
and I find that very difficult to grapple [with] because I mean,
it's a Western society. So, it was a bit of an open-ended
question because what happens when the husband can't
provide enough?
Shilah: I feel like the whole marriage course wasn’t very
practical [...] I wish they had talked about how even though
the woman is working and providing financial support, the
husband should also do housework and share the workload
of housework. [...] I wish it was more real. I wish they had
given scenarios. They were just giving theories. [...]
Thankfully, I’ve been with my husband before we got
married, for about four years. I know he's the sort that
doesn't subscribe to all of this [gender roles]. I always joke
he's more of a feminist than I am. He's very pro-equality
between us. [For] everything, we always communicate very
openly. I think that, “Oh, no, you just listen or whatever it is
that the husband [says] is right”, this didn't apply to my
marriage.
Sofia: I guess [my husband and I] think alike. For us,
everything must be equal. We don’t really put roles onto
each other. He doesn’t know how to cook, so of course he
would expect me to cook. But sometimes, I would force him
to learn how to cook, so I’d just watch from here. Because
we don’t really encourage men [to] do this, women do that.
And then, when we have children, we won’t do that. That’s
nonsense.

20
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Kamilah: [Why] do they have to say that the man is the head
of the family when we both are the [ones] who help build the
foundation? For example, I earn more than him. I don’t want
to be the head. Why can’t we just be individuals [who] build
the family? Why do we need someone to be the leader? To
me, my son also [has] an equal role. I want to teach him that.
I don’t want him to see that [...] my husband is the leader [...]
because my husband also doesn’t resonate with that.

Some respondents pointed out how the trainers use religion to
justify spousal roles, which did not match the lived realities of
married couples today.
Shilah: [The trainer] asked us about who’s paying for the
house. Because a few of them were having BTOs [Built-toOrder flats], and me and another couple got resale [flats]. So,
it has to be two names, right, in Singapore? He actually said
that's wrong. That's not the way. The husband has to pay
back whatever it is that the wife is paying for the house
because it is the [...] duty of the husband to provide shelter.
It's this literal sense of the Qur’an that was very
discomforting for me.
Ayu: [If] I wanted marriage advice, as in, I wouldn’t go to a
Muslim thing. [...] Most of them are conservative, and then
they come from a certain standpoint where the husband is
usually supposed to be the head of the household[.] [...] But
in reality, that’s not how married couples live. Even though
they are conservative, [...] at the end of the day, there’s
compromise and mutual understanding.

As the ‘head of household’, the husband must also provide spiritual
leadership. Thus, he must gain religious knowledge and ensure that his wife
and children also do the same. Any knowledge gained by the wife should
also be decided by the husband.

21
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Shilah: Providing spiritual guidance, [the trainer] was really stern in
telling the five guys there that it is their responsibility to bring a
teacher or an ustaz or an ustazah to teach the wife at home because
it's more encouraged that learning takes place in the household, and
a woman’s place is at home.

Aliyah recounted how the ustaz had tested only the men on their level of
religious knowledge.
Aliyah: It was mostly like a test on how religious my husband was.
Like he actually asked whether he knew how to recite certain surah
and how to pray [...] what verses to recite during prayers [...] I think
the main reason was to see whether my husband knew how to pray
in the first place.

All the respondents’ trainers delivered their content, to a varying degree,
from a particular religious lens that is biased against women. However,
most of their advice heavily focus on what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ in a
particular interpretation of Islam. Any deviation from these expectations are
quickly pointed out as being ‘sinful’. According to the trainers, women and
men should adhere to specific and assigned roles. Any behaviour or action
that varies from these roles is deemed improper and even deviant.
The use of religious scripture and invocation of divine authority to coerce
people into rigid roles and responsibilities is a form of spiritual abuse. It
implies that when married, men are no more than husbands, and women no
more than the wives of their husbands and mothers to their children. This
rigidity, reproduced by the interlacing of discursive violence and spiritual
abuse, not only marginalises individuals who do not comply, but also limits
the full potential of Muslim men and women.

2.1.2 Wife as manager of the household
According to the gender-biased interpretation of Islam that is being
promoted through the PMCs, the roles and responsibilities of the wife are
supposed to revolve around her husband and his needs. For example, as
the husband is the guardian of the wife, she cannot leave home without his

22

Let’s Not Talk About The Bad Stuff

permission and must always obey his instructions.
She cannot be financially independent or know anything better than her
husband. She must not reject her husband’s requests for sex, or else she
will be cursed by malaikat (angels) till dawn. She should keep herself
physically attractive and take care of her husband’s sexual needs, or he will
look for other options, in which case, she causes both of them to sin.
According to this interpretation of Islam, her main responsibility is to be a
caregiver who manages the household, with the welfare of her children, her
husband and his parents taking top priority. She should meet all her
husband’s needs: cook his meals, iron his clothes, listen to him and always
acquiesce to sexual demands (see Section 2.4). She is also responsible for
producing, raising, educating and ensuring the welfare of their children. If
the husband does housework, it is only to help or please her, as it is not his
primary responsibility.
Nadia: [The trainers] did emphasise [that], by right, in Islam, [the]
wife is supposed to educate the kids.
Shilah: [The trainer] said you do need to help your wife in certain
areas. Chores that may need guys.
Adilah: [The trainer] said, like, men have to have that [consciousness]
to look at the house as well. It’s not just the sole responsibility of the
women. [...] In essence, happy wife, happy life.
Nadia: When it comes to in-laws, for us females [...] they're supposed
to be like our own parents. Because no matter what, they come
before your own parents.

The notion of working women or dual-income households remains an
ambivalent topic. The ‘ideal’ woman is one who dutifully fulfils her
responsibilities as wife and mother before anything else. A respondent,
Adilah, recounted that even though her trainer was not against the idea of
working women, he reminded the female participants that their work
should not distract them from their domestic responsibilities, as these are
more important than providing a home, security, or money for the family.
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Adilah: And the wife, on the other hand, is the person who has to
look after the house, to look after the children [...] If the woman
works so much that she's not able to look after the household, then
she needs to remember what her priorities are [...] It could be
clothes, or food or just making sure that the man is looked after.

Part of fulfilling the husband’s emotional and sexual needs is the
expectation that the wife is beautiful and well-groomed at all times.
According to Farah, failure in this respect can lead to marital problems.
Farah: The trainer was emphasising how we [wives] should always be
prim and proper and a lot of the roles that he mentioned for women
are all based on beauty. You know, “When you get home, janganlah
pakai baju butterfly [loose caftans], pakailah lawa sikit untuk suami
[dress up for your husband]”. Because for men it's nafkah but for
women, it's like you always have to be beautiful and hot for your
man.

Respondents’ Reflections
Farah disagrees that marital problems are caused by women who
do not take care of their appearance after marriage, thus losing
their husbands’ attention.
Farah: [The trainer is] also insinuating that Malay women
just don't [dress up for their husbands]. Or maybe, he's
trying to say that is the number one reason [for] failed
marriages. Because women just become lazy to dress up
after [getting married]. That was something that I didn't
quite agree with.
In addition, a wife is expected to protect the reputation of her
husband at all costs. This expectation is harmful if it prevents her
from seeking help in cases of abuse or violence.
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Nadia: Basically, you cannot share or cannot buka aib
[talk bad about] your suami [husband] or cannot tell
other people, even to your in-laws or to your parents.
You are supposed to keep it. I didn't tell my parents or
my in-laws about [my husband] cheating. Because I
learned during the course that you're not supposed to
ceritakan aib [talk bad about] your husband.

Given the global gender pay gap, and the disproportionate amount of
household work and emotional labour borne by women, scripting them into
rigid household responsibilities only further entrenches their
marginalisation.
These accounts show how the trainers engage in discursive violence: (a)
they rigidly determine roles for women and men, and (b) they criticise and
shame those who do not conform to these roles. The female participants
are instructed to prioritise the welfare and development of their husbands
and children above their own. A woman’s appearance or existence is not
meant for herself, but for her husband and his pleasure. Her safety and
happiness are secondary to protecting her husband’s reputation and
ensuring his happiness. There seems to be little emphasis on how women
can benefit from and enjoy marriage, apart from receiving nafkah. Overall,
these ideas are harmful for couples looking for a stable, safe and happy
marriage.

Respondents’ Reflections
Most respondents felt that their courses were male-oriented and
thus did not meet their expectations. Only a handful of trainers
were supportive of women working and the sharing of household
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chores. A respondent, Ayu, expressed her concerns over the
perpetuation of stereotypical gender roles in the courses, which
has worrying consequences for women.
Ayu: The questions [participants asked trainers] tend to fit
into the stereotype. Like, “Oh, what if my husband wants sex
and I’m really tired. What do I do?” [...] They refuse to believe
that it’s alright [to refuse]. So, “what are the consequences?”
they would ask. “What would happen to me? Is it haram
[forbidden]? Is it dosa [a sin]?” And then, the instructor, of
course, from a certain strand of thought: “Yeah, you cannot
because da da da.” So it becomes like an echo chamber. Not
everyone is aware of the different ideas and traditions and
thoughts out there. So they came not knowing anything, and
then there are one or two persons who would be super
conservative and everybody gets sucked into the same
mentality.

SPIRITUAL VIOLENCE
2.2 “If your faith in God is strong, you won’t have marital
problems”: Iman cannot justify family violence
Spiritual or religious abuse occurs when people with spiritual authority
manipulate someone’s emotional responses (e.g. fear, guilt or shame) in
favour of a religious institution or another person (e.g. an abusive spouse),
or misuse religious scriptures to coerce or control people’s actions. All
spiritual traditions can be prone to abuse, especially if their structures have
the following characteristics: (i) authoritarian leadership; (ii) a preoccupation
with an image of righteousness and infallibility; (iii) suppression of criticism
or alternative ideas, and; (iv) perfectionism and the tendency to emphasise

26

Let’s Not Talk About The Bad Stuff

minor or peculiar doctrinal or behavioural issues.20
The discursive violence of rigid gender roles and responsibilities in marriage
is illustrated by invoking divine authority. A respondent had the impression
that any failure to fulfil their roles and responsibilities was equivalent to
going against God.
Lina: [The] sense that you get from the pre-marriage course [is] that
your role as partners is not just to marry and fall in love, like you
have a responsibility and if you don’t fulfil that responsibility then
you are defying God’s laws or something like that.

In Lina’s account, fear and shame of sinning are evoked in couples who fail
to fulfil their roles and responsibilities. One common example of spiritual
abuse is when a woman who is physically/psychologically abused is urged
by a religious figure to forgive her abuser. This illustrates how discursive
violence is interlinked to different forms of abuse, including spiritual or
religious abuse.

Respondents’ Reflections
Some respondents recognised the interweaving of discursive
violence with spiritual abuse in the trainers’ instructions. Three
respondents expressed their disappointment and discomfort with
the rigid way that religion is used to justify gender roles, as well as
how their trainers (and larger society) dealt with the topic of family
violence accompanied by spiritual abuse.
Shilah: What really discomforts me is the perpetuation of
violence use [sic] in Islam. [...] [When the trainer asserted that
divorce should be avoided by Muslims,] someone asked, not
me, “But what if there was abuse?” What is there [was] some
physical violence happening in the household? Then, [the
The Salvation Army, “Spiritual Abuse,” https://www.salvationarmy.org.nz/research-policy/positionalstatements/spiritual-abuse, 2005.
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trainer] said, “It always boils down to communication. Pray,
pray to God and ask for the strength [...] [It] was quite
harrowing, that experience. [...] He normalises things like
that. [...] If your faith in God is strong, it's hardly [sic] to have
marital problems on both parties. I felt it was a bit [...]
simplistic, maybe? I’m not discounting the importance of
having religious faith but at the end of the day, there are
other forces that come into play when you have marital
conflicts [...] when it leads to abuse. There has to be
something more to that which [the trainer] refused to
address.
Ayu: [The trainer said] anytime you feel like your partner
doesn't understand you, you have to sabar [be patient], and
then zikir, ambil air sembahyang [make ablution]. Ya, seek
forgiveness from God. Ya okay, because that would help you
solve your conflict.
Fatrisya: It was just like, “Okay, this is what the Qur’an says.
This is what the husband is supposed to do.” But there’s no
real-life examples. In reality, in Singapore especially, both
spouses work. So does the husband still bear the [full]
responsibility? This kind of question, I think we don’t really
talk about so much.

The advice to have more faith and to pray more often can be well-meaning.
However, it is certainly not a comprehensive solution for family violence or
marital conflict. Women in violent relationships may find themselves
retraumatised by spiritual abuse when they seek help from people with
spiritual authority, with long-term effects such as the ‘denigration of a
person’s sense of wellbeing’ and ‘eventual loss of faith’21.
21

Ibid.
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Respondents’ Reflections
All respondents more or less believed that a wife and husband
should be equal partners. There was a clear misalignment
between the expectations and experiences of the respondents
and what was offered by their trainers.
Kamilah: [In] my opinion, since I grew up attending all these
religious-related [courses] I always felt that [...] as a woman,
I’m at a disadvantage. I can’t relate to [the courses] because I
felt, then, what is my purpose? And if [it’s] like that, why do
we get married when we have to follow certain roles? I
thought that the religion is all about respecting each other,
so I felt a bit lost.

Similarly, Lina expressed her disappointment with the trainers’
biased interpretations of Islamic teachings, especially when these
produce contradictions on the topic of violence and abuse.
Lina: I still think it’s quite humiliating if someone tells you
that he is responsible for you and he is disciplining you. [...]
In a case of violence, what can a woman do or a man do, I
think it’s not talked about enough. Whether they can leave or
not, [...] who they can seek help [from]. [...] [The trainers]
always use the Prophet as the role model for being gentle.
Despite having this role model, “Oh, he’s perfect and he
doesn’t hit”, people still focus a lot on that Qur’anic verse of
‘tapping lightly.’²² [...] I think the Qur’anic verse, because of
its vague message, it’s still not addressed. So people can
always justify it with [the verse].

We believe the respondent was referring to this verse: ‘[...] But those from whom you fear arrogance
–– advise them, forsake them in bed, and strike them.’ (Qur’an, 4:34) Some translations use the phrase
‘beat them [lightly]’, presumably to soften the harsh implication of beating one’s spouse.
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PHYSICAL VIOLENCE
2.3 “It’s the husband’s job to discipline”: Normalising and
perpetuating physical violence in marriage
Physical violence is the intentional use of physical force on or against an
individual, that results in injury, death, or psychological harm. It includes
both the threat of harm and the use of all degrees of physical force. In
other words, a so-called ‘light’ slap and a forceful blow to the body are
both actions of physical violence, no matter the difference in injuries. In a
country where nearly one in 10 women experiences violence (usually
inflicted by a man) in her adult life,23 it is concerning that the PMCs are
virtually silent on the topic of family violence.
In this section, we see how spiritual violence and physical violence reinforce
each other. Virtually all respondents recalled that the trainers did not
condemn family violence as abusive. Some trainers even outrightly condone
physical violence, using the justification of the husband as the ‘head of the
household’ and the responsibility of the wife to obey. Indeed, most trainers
dismissed any acts of physical abuse by men. This shows that the trainers
perceive men’s physical violence to be neither harmful towards women nor
an issue of major concern for society.
Although the trainers did not give any explicit advice against using
violence, they do appallingly condone the husband’s responsibility for
‘disciplining’ the wife by beating them. The respondents, Shilah and Lina,
recounted how their trainers said that husbands are allowed to beat their
wives ‘gently’, showing that this practice is considered acceptable in
society. Shilah’s trainer directly justified physical violence with a hadith that
encourages a husband to ‘whip’ his wife if she displeases him. Their
examples clearly show that the trainers’ discursive violence result in the
normalisation of physical violence, justifying such violence as discipline in
cases of insubordination.
Brigitte Bouhours, Wing Cheong Chan, Benny Bong and Suzanne Anderson, “International Violence
Against Women Survey: Final Report on Singapore (Final Report),” 2013, https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/257410179_Singapore_IVAWS_final_report.
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Shilah: [The trainer] mentioned things like, when your husband
comes home from work–it's a hadith apparently––you have to hold a
cup of milk and a whip in one hand. So, he turned it into today's
context, “You change the whip to the belt, lah,” he said. Last time,
milk is [...] a treat [...] but now you can change lah. Put Coke or what.
He even tried to make it funny. So then he said, so then you ask your
husband, “Please have a drink, I'm sure you're tired at work, and this
is the whip. If there's anything that you're not happy with me about,
as of my duties today, you may beat me.”
Lina: I think they [did] talk about how a partner should not resort to
violence and [that] we are adult enough to discuss things. [...] [You]
should be adult and responsible enough to know that you should not
resort to violence or aggression. You should discuss mutually. [...]
[But] I still [get] the sense that it’s the husband’s job to discipline [the
wife] because they still talk about allowing beating but in a gentle
manner. I still hear things about [a] stick or handkerchief, a light tap
[...]. They do mention that in the pre-marriage course.

Respondents with firsthand experience of psychological or physical violence
in their families of origin or workplace demonstrated ambivalent responses.
Aina considered some degree of violence during conflict to be
‘understandable’:
Aina: I expect the person I’m marrying is someone good who would
not be violent [...] but I understand like sometimes in the heat of
things, there might be violence.

On the other hand, Fatrisya learned to be aware of how certain situations
could be seen as risk factors or warning signs of future violence:
Fatrisya: Let’s say you didn’t have a courtship period or you didn’t
really get to know him before you got married [...] this is how he
speaks or this is how he reacts to certain things, then maybe that’s
just him and you need to adapt to how he reacts. But on the other
hand, if [...] it’s recurring then maybe it’s time that both parties seek
help. To establish whether this is something that can be improved
on, or it is really a red flag [for] abuse happening.
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Some common approaches taken by the trainers when broaching the topic
of physical violence are to make jokes or advise couples to keep the issues
‘in the family’, thereby suppressing such information from public
knowledge. Such advice, however, further normalises physical violence. A
few trainers proposed solutions such as improved communication between
spouses, counselling, representation and mediation by elders. Only one
trainer provided hotlines and legal resources, while some trainers gave their
personal mobile phone numbers as a resource.
Fatrisya: Try to seek elderly or familial support to mediate before
you look for other channels. Keep it in the family first.
Shilah: [A] trusted relative. Must be older. Preferably, I know he
mentioned like elder brother, uncles, and then open talk [sic] or pray.
Yeah, pray, pray a lot.

Such advice, however, further normalises physical violence.

Respondents’ Reflections
The topic of family violence was not explicitly condemned by the
trainers. In addition, trainers deliberated minimally about solutions
and were rather brief when sharing approaches, strategies, or
resources. Even then, not all resources suggested by the trainers
were helpful.
Nadia: I realised the hotlines are all not available 24/7. So,
during the times when I really needed help, it was not in the
day. Because usually, I would wake up at night and I just
needed to cry. I need someone to talk to me at night. I felt
that [the] hotline should be made available at the timing as
well. I mean, everyone wants to work office hours. But
perhaps find some alternative.
Zarina: I think it would be helpful if they were to give a
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channel as to who [sic] to approach and also, maybe, explain
what family violence [is]. Because some people don’t
understand what family violence [is].
Aliyah: I think the first thing is to actually see whether [...]
the partner is actually violent to begin with. Sometimes,
family violence doesn’t happen after marriage. Sometimes it
happens before. But couples still go ahead with the marriage
because they love each other. But sometimes these warning
signs should not be taken lightly. Maybe the pre-marriage
course can have [...] a segment [that addresses] those
warning signs[.]
Sakinah: [As a social worker] half of my cases are family
violence cases. A lot of them said that if [only] someone had
told them what to expect. Because I think they have this
impression that you [should] submit to your [husband] when
you marry. Your [husband] can beat you, and [you] just have
to tahan [endure]. [...] A lot of them have [gone] through a lot
of psychological abuse [...] Before the couples get married,
during the course itself, [these] things should have been
addressed [...] if you [are] sure or not the guy will change.

Though conflict resolution occupies most of the discourse on family
violence, the solutions offered by trainers are inadequate. The advice given
by Fatrisya’s and Shilah’s trainers above are echoed by other trainers, and
stand out for being problematic: (i) that incidents of family violence should
be kept secret and (ii) that praying is a solution.
The first piece of advice presumes that family members can effectively aid
the wife of an abusive husband. While this may be possible, it is difficult if
they do not live in the same household or if they hold similar ideas on wifely
obedience and the husband’s right to discipline. This advice also implies
that a husband’s reputation should be not tainted, or that he should not be
shamed, especially by his wife, even if he treats her poorly. Thus, an abusive
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husband’s good name within the wider family and society is prioritised over
the safety, health and welfare of his wife. This is a common feature of how
family violence seems to be regarded in the wider Muslim community in
Singapore. The trainers thus seem to reproduce these gender-biased ideas
in their courses, whereas they omit mentioning the equality of women and
men before God.
The second piece of advice places the blame and burden of family violence
on the abused woman. The trainers, evoke a woman’s iman (faith) in how
she handles violence from her husband. She is advised to pray, supplicate
abundantly, surrender her problems to God, and ask God to ‘soften’ her
husband’s heart and stop abusing her. These proposed solutions imply that
her iman is weak. The discourse on physical violence is largely centered on
the victim, without naming, recognising and condemning the harmful acts
of the abuser.
The intersections of physical violence, discursive violence and spiritual
abuse shape and reinforce one another. The result is the normalisation and
tolerance of physical violence, in which a woman is harmed, blamed and
shamed for her abuse, while the man is protected, defended and excused.

SEXUAL VIOLENCE
2.4 “Why don’t you layan aje?”: A husband does not have the
‘right’ to sex
Sexual violence refers to ‘non-consensual sexual contact and nonconsensual non-contact acts of a sexual nature [...] committed against
someone who is unable to consent or refuse, for example, because of age,
disability, misuse of authority, violence or threats of violence’.24 As of 2019,
Kathleen C. Basile and Linda E. Saltzman, “Sexual Violence Surveillance: Uniform Definitions and
Recommended Data Elements,” Atlanta, Georgia: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002.
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marital rape is considered a criminal offence in Singapore.
Our research shows that PMCs perpetuate the assumptions that the
husband’s sexual desire is greater and more important than the wife’s
consent. Instead, the wife is expected to submit to her husband’s sexual
requests and demands. These assumptions, based in discursive violence,
create conditions that facilitate sexual violence.
The husband is scripted with the unilateral right to sexual activity and the
wife with perpetual sexual submission. The trainers thus do not condemn
sexual coercion or assault. The ideology of a sexually submissive wife
denies any possibility of marital rape and invalidates the experiences of
survivors.
Two respondents recounted graphic discussions of sex led by the trainers.
Siti’s trainer aimed to show that since men masturbate more than women,
women need to manage their expectations of sex.
Siti: Of course for the men, there were a lot more who indicated
they’ve masturbated and then for the females it was just a few. And
most of the participants said they have not masturbated before. I
think the instructor was saying something like, “Oh, you see. You
need to manage your expectations because sometimes for the men,
you’re used to it and then you get excited.” So it’s basically to
manage your expectations. But I think he addressed it like, jokingly.

The stereotype of men having unpredictable and uncontrollable ‘sexual
appetites’ is perpetuated by other trainers. Laila’s trainer warned the
female course participants that Muslim men can be ‘sex maniacs’:
Laila: He just mentioned that the men might get angry. It usually
comes as a shock to the wife [...] they do not know the husband tobe’s sexual appetite. He mentioned that the wife might end up in
hospital [...] I feel like he normalises the fact that a man gets really
angry when the wife says ‘no’ to him for sex.
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Respondents’ Reflections
A number of respondents disagree with the idea that men have a
stronger sex drive, even though their trainers had emphasised
men’s stronger sexual desires over that of women. Respondents
found that focusing the discourse on sex around men’s desires as
stereotypical, inaccurate and inadequate.
Kamilah: I’ve never [...] seen or [heard] any religious things
[that] portray that men and women have sexual needs. It’s
always, a man is [...] more sexual. I don’t understand why.
There [are] also men who [are] not keen in sex, but they felt
very stressed [...] I mean, not all men like sex. Not all men are
sexual beings and some women also have their [sexual]
needs.
Siti: I don’t think the course did cover [husbands refusing sex
from wives]. Perhaps, the course can address that? To show a
balance. [...] From that exercise [on self-reported
masturbation], the instructor thought that men [...] need
[more sex] than the ladies. “Men, please, you know, think
about the ladies.” I’m not sure whether [the trainer] based it
on that exercise, but [...] it could have been more seriously
discussed.

Instead of pointing out the harm of such sexual behaviours and
encouraging men to seek help if needed, Laila’s trainer focused on warning
the female participants instead. The purpose of sharing these ‘horror’
stories was not to teach couples to recognise sexually violent behaviour, but
to prepare women for any potentially shocking behaviour. Laila’s trainer
even promoted the notion that women need to accept sexual violence
inflicted by men.
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Respondents’ Reflections
Some trainers warned the respondents that even though they can
refuse sex, they will upset the husband or there will be other
negative consequences for the marriage and household. Indeed,
most respondents expressed their concern about the need to
address sexual consent.
Lina: I think it’s reality that people do get raped or do get
sexually violated or are being forced to have sex. Consent is
definitely important. I think the course tells you that it’s your
duty to have sex...but what happens if either one really does
not feel like having sex? Somehow in the marriage course it
makes you feel like whether you feel like it [or not], you still
have to do it. I don’t think that’s consent. I think it’s more
like, “I have to do it because it’s my duty and I don’t want to
sin.”
Shilah: [The course should] definitely [cover consent] because
[it involves] both sides, right? There will be times where
sometimes the wife [wants sex], but [the] husband may not.
But that was not mentioned. How should the guys say ‘no’, if
you don't want, you're tired. How should [...] the wife say
‘no’.

Nadia’s trainer went so far as to say that even though raising children will
lower the male sex drive, the wife should still unconditionally submit to the
husband.
Nadia: They said some penis [sic] have more sexual desires. [...] They
did say [that] husbands have lots of needs. Lots of sexual needs.
Once he [has] kids, he’ll be tired. Which is true. Most sexual desires
will apparently be lesser. But no matter what, cannot say no.

Fortunately, a few trainers did bring up the possibility of sexual consent
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from the wife. However, no trainer adequately defined the concept of
consent or gave examples. Zarina’s trainer was one of three trainers that
emphasised that consent goes both ways and that a wife can refuse sex
without giving any reason:
Zarina: [It’s] a blessing if you can make [your spouse] happy. But,
then, if you cannot because you [are] tired, you’re not well, then,
fine. It’s not like a “No, you cannot [refuse]. You’re a sin [sic].” It
doesn’t [...] go to that extent.

Only two respondents recalled their trainers addressing marital rape. Of
these two, Ayu’s trainer stated that marital rape can happen to either the
husband or the wife, and encouraged couples to communicate with one
another to manage their respective expectations about sex.
Ayu: [The trainer] addressed marital rape and he talked about [it is]
not just about men raping women, but also about women raping
men as well.

Shilah also recounted how her trainer perpetuated the myth that a woman’s
silence should be taken as consent. When she and her fellow course
participants disagreed, her trainer doubled down. Her trainer’s disturbing
insistence that silence means consent perfectly illustrates the discursive and
spiritual violence reproduced in the courses.
Shilah: He said sometimes, men and women talk differently. So, if
you choose to be silent, it often means you agree. I think that's not
right [...] sometimes we need an explicit ‘yes’. Then he said, “No,
most times, silence do [sic] mean ‘yes’.”

Most respondents recalled their trainers asserting that the wife cannot
refuse sex as it is her ‘duty’ and responsibility. Only a few respondents
recalled their trainers stating a handful of ‘legitimate’ excuses for refusing
sex: that is, if she is tired unwell or menstruating. To circumvent any
promotion of marital rape, the trainers did advise the husband to be
considerate of the wife’s emotional and/or physical state before asking for
sex. This indicates that the trainers do see marital rape as wrong.
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Nadia: They say that if wives were to actually refuse, it is sinful
actually. It's just that they want the husband to be more
understanding. If you know that your wife is really so tired, don't ask
for it like that. They didn't say that we can refuse at all.

Only Ida recalled that the wife can refuse sex.
Ida: [The trainer] made it aware [sic] that if [wives] say no, the
husband may feel neglected, may feel bad. [...] [But] he doesn’t,
make it such that [wives] must always say yes.

Several trainers threaten the wife into sexual submission with worldly and
otherworldly consequences if she were to refuse her husband sexually: she
would be cursed by the malaikat (angels), she would be divorced, her
husband would seek extramarital affairs or watching porn.
Nadia: Because males have more sexual needs, right? So, apart from
being sinful, they might go [find] other means. Finding prostitute [sic]
or surfing for porn. They did say those are sinful. They just remind
every one of us. Remind the male that it's still sinful. Remind us
females that instead of your husband finding other means, why don't
you just layan aje [simply give in].
Farah: [The trainer said,] kalau awak tidak memberi dengan sepenuh
hati, awak akan merasa dan sesuatu akan berlaku lah dengan
rumahtangga awak [If you don’t fully give in, you will feel it and
something will happen to your household].
Aliyah: The consequence is [in a] religious way, which is like the
angels will not be happy and things like that.

Even when the hadith25 is not cited during the course, the implication
clearly remains:
Ida: [The trainer] meant that if we say ‘no’, we as women must
understand that men may suffer from other things and it may be a
repercussion on us later on. May affect the harmony of the marriage,
We believe the hadith referred to is: ‘Narrated by Abu Huraira: The Prophet (saw) said, "If a man
invites his wife to sleep with him and she refuses to come to him, then the angels send their curses on
her till morning."’ In Sahih al-Bukhari 5193, Book 67, Hadith 127 or Sahih al-Bukhari 3237, Book 59,
Hadith 48.
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make affect the husband’s mood or [...] if he’s angry after that.

Thus, sexual violence against married women was normalised beforehand
by the trainers’ discursive violence. The wife is to blame for the husband’s
‘sinful’ actions (e.g. watching pornography or buying sex). The trainers’
discourse on sex almost exclusively focused on their expectations placed on
the wife (e.g. always submit, enthral him, prevent him from sinning), with
very low expectations of the husband (e.g. be considerate). Shilah’s trainer
emphasised the sexual appeal that the wife should continually exude for
the husband.
Shilah: It was a rule of how men and women talk differently. The wife
should understand that if [...] you saw your husband watching a
[Victoria’s Secret] show, what should you do? So, we all said we will
join him, you know? [...] He said, “No! All these are wrong. You
should know that it's a signal. So, you should stand in front of the TV,
undress your clothes, and then tell him that this you can touch, you
can feel, you can taste. That one you can just watch.” [...] And then
[...] he mentions things like, there are cues, you know? He [used] such
words, “there are cues”.

Mastura’s trainer appears to be the sole exception among the respondents.
Mastura: The ustaz did not make the topic embarrassing. He really
made it a matter of fact. “You’re husband and wife, do this, deal with
it.” And we could also ask questions. The question I asked was, “Can
you have sex while pregnant?” Somebody asked, “Is oral sex
allowed?” and he didn't even flinch.

The intersections of discursive violence and spiritual abuse show that sexual
violence is normalised through religious discourses. These messages are
extremely troubling as they undermine, diminish and erase the occurrence
of marital rape and other forms of sexual coercion.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL VIOLENCE
2.5 “I don't want to just be patient throughout”: Coercion and
control is not love
Psychological violence is ‘the use of verbal and non-verbal communication
with the intent to harm another person mentally or emotionally and/or to
exert control over another person.’26 Psychologically violent acts are usually
subtle and may not be perceived as aggression. Psychological violence can
include, but are not limited to, expressive aggression or emotional abuse in
private and/or public, coercive control, threats of physical and sexual
violence and gaslighting (‘mind games’).27
Psychological violence is closely interlinked with discursive violence,
frequently occurring with physical, sexual violence or spiritual abuse. The
concept of unquestioning wifely obedience is a form of psychological
violence. Some trainers insisted that a wife is responsible for seeking the
husband’s permission for most matters, including leaving the house or
inviting guests. This is an example of coercive control. In effect, these
trainers allow the house arrest of married women.
Shilah: [The trainer’s example:] The house is burning and the women,
you're at home. Your husband is out at work, what do you do? So, all
five ladies said we [would] run, right? And [the trainer] just shouted,
berated us like, “No! You have to call and ask for permission first.”
So, one of the girls [...] “Then I will die!” And then [the trainer] said,
“It's okay, you mati syahid [die as a martyr].” That means you'll
straight away go to heaven if you die in that manner.
Nadia: [Even] though you're married and buy the house together,
and your husband says, nobody can come into the house. You really
cannot allow anyone [to come in].
Matthew J. Breiding, Kathleen C. Basile, Sharon G. Smith, Michele C. Black and Reshma Mahendra,
“Intimate Partner Violence Surveillance: Uniform Definitions and Recommended Data Elements,”
Atlanta, Georgia: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Injury Prevention
and Control, 2015, 15.
27
Ibid; National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, “Facts about Domestic Violence and
Psychological Abuse,” 2015, https://assets.speakcdn.com/assets/2497/
domestic_violence_and_psychological_abuse_ncadv.pdf.
26
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Respondents’ Reflections
Respondents such as Kamilah found that such expectations placed
on women to ask for their husbands’ permission were unfair and
unrealistic, especially when most young married couples today
come from dual-income households.
Kamilah: [In] today’s context, when you’re pressed for time,
how do you ask [your husband] for permission when you’re
so busy at work and can’t even reply to Whatsapp
[messages]? [...] Now I need to go here, [I will] just go. And
then, you’ll call [your husband] and say, “Oh, I’m here, you
know. Okay, later I’ll be back at [this] time.” That’s all. Why
do you need to [ask for permission]?

None of the trainers discussed psychological violence. Fortunately, some
respondents were aware of the forms of psychological violence. Sabrina
was conscious about not wanting a husband who would remind her of her
verbally abusive father.
Sabrina: Before I got married, I got engaged to another guy. But it
didn't work out, because the more I know him, the more he
reminded me of my dad. Ya, the way he [used] his words against me
[...] demoralising. This is not going to work if we are going to get
married. [...] And that's when I thought, “I don't want to live like my
mum, and just be patient throughout.” I don’t want to foresee
another household like I used to be in the past.
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Respondents’ Reflections
Most respondents agreed that family violence should be covered
in PMCs with some respondents highlighting the importance of
knowing, identifying and being able to name non-physical,
‘hidden’ forms of violence.
Nadia: Physical abuse you can see, right? You can just report
to the police. Emotional violence, you cannot even see it. You
don’t know. So, they definitely need to cover it.
Fatrisya: Because people perceive family violence very
differently, right? Yeah, so, as you say, there are different
types, and even in the Family Court there are different levels
for you to prove violence. [...] [How] do they detect there is
violence, if it’s just them being, you know, super sensitive. I
mean, if one person says, “Okay, I'm being psychologically
abused or emotionally abused,” how do you justify that?

Fatrisya’s reflection points to the mental and emotional stress of
psychological violence. Survivors of such violence often doubt and
second guess themselves, and are therefore stuck in an unhealthy
and unsafe cycle with their abusive partners without fully
understanding their circumstances.

2.6 Violence is not a problem of poor communication
The discursive and spiritual violence enacted by the trainers illustrate a lack
of awareness of ineffective communication among the course curriculum
writers, trainers, and the wider Muslim community. This in turn normalises
physical, psychological and sexual violence.
Communication between spouses was a significant theme that organically
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emerged in our interviews. About half of the respondents recalled that their
trainers encouraged communication in marriage, especially for family
planning, financial planning, housework management, sexual intimacy and
general conflict resolution. According to the Cinta Abadi course material,
couples who share ‘common vision and values have more resilient
marriages’.28
Sabrina was one of two respondents who recalled activities during the
course where participants could discuss family planning, financial planning
and housework.
Sabrina: They really wanted us to partner up and work together and
talk to each other. And then from there we note down what I want in
this marriage and what he wants in this marriage and how we can
work together. So basically, [my partner] wrote down, “Okay, so
these are the things that I can help you in this marriage, in the house.
But at the same time, I want you to help me out in this and this.” So
it’s a lot of reflection as well, and communication.

However, none of the respondents could recall if their trainers
differentiated between effective and ineffective communication. On conflict
resolution, trainers tended to touch superficially on the adab (etiquette) of
communicating instead of discussing specific strategies such as Aliyah’s
trainer.
Aliyah: [If one] person gets angry, [if] one is fire, [the other] one has
to be water. [You] cannot be fire and fire. Let’s say, if my husband is
angry, I cannot be trying to instigate things. [...] He doesn’t like to be
challenged, especially from a woman.

Zarina’s trainer said that criticism should be done privately, but did not
elaborate on how to give ‘feedback’ in a constructive way.
Zarina: If you wanna point out the wife’s mistake, you pull her to the
side and then speak to her. [...] if you want to give feedback about
the wife’s father and mother, you go to the room and speak to her.

28

Ministry of Social and Family Development, Cinta Abadi, 14.
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The following subsections show how both trainers and respondents
conflated and/or confused different kinds of abusive behaviour with poor
communication, thereby inadvertently excusing and normalising violence.
Nevertheless, there are exceptions where respondents were able to identify
and name violent behaviours.

Physical violence
Some respondents’ accounts indicated that both participants and trainers
were unable to pinpoint red flags of family violence. Aina considered some
degree of violence during conflict to be ‘understandable’:
Aina: I expect the person I’m marrying is someone good who would
not be violent [...] but I understand like sometimes in the heat of
things, there might be violence.

Likewise, Lina recounted that her trainer considered physical violence to be
an immature response to conflict. The more ‘adult and responsible’
response would be to discuss calmly.
Lina: I think they [did] talk about how a partner should not resort to
violence and [that] we are adult enough to discuss things. [...] [You]
should be [an] adult and [be] responsible enough to know that you
should not resort to violence or aggression. You should discuss
mutually.

These examples illustrate a lack of understanding of family violence as an
issue of power and control over a partner, even though the abuser’s violent
behaviour may be explained by unresolved triggers from childhood. More
importantly, this line of thinking assumes that the abusive partner can
simply choose to behave in a more respectful way. In reality, it is extremely
difficult to change violent or manipulative behaviours without professional
help.
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Sexual violence
Scripting husband and wife into gendered styles of communication,
gendered sexual drives and gendered ways of giving consent, normalises
not seeking consent for sexual activity. Laila accurately understands that
getting angry when a partner refuses sex is in fact, a dysfunctional and
coercive response:
Laila: He just mentioned that the men might get angry. It usually
comes as a shock to the wife [...] they do not know the husband tobe’s sexual appetite. He mentioned that the wife might end up in
hospital [...] I feel like he normalises the fact that a man gets really
angry when the wife says ‘no’ to him for sex.

Likewise, Shilah was also able to distinguish that silence does not mean
consent:
Shilah: He said sometimes, men and women talk differently. So, if
you choose to be silent, it often means you agree. I think that's not
right [...] sometimes we need an explicit ‘yes’. Then he said, “No,
most times, silence do [sic] mean ‘yes’.”

Spiritual violence
Ayu’s trainer gave an example of how prayer is used to excuse or solve
poor communication skills from either partner.
Ayu: [The trainer said] anytime you feel like your partner doesn't
understand you, you have to sabar [be patient], and then zikir, ambil
air sembahyang [make ablution]. Ya, seek forgiveness from God. Ya
okay, because that would help you solve your conflict.

The example (‘your partner doesn’t understand you’) proposes that
ineffective communication can be solved by prayer. This is a case of poor
communication occurring in a situation of psychological violence, a red flag
that can be identified with a behaviour pattern rather than prayer. In such a
case, prayer, as Ayu pointed out, cannot solve the conflict.
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Discursive violence
The myth of gendered communication is normalised in the wider
community, thus affecting PMC curriculum writers, trainers, and course
participants alike.
Mastura: Men don't know how to express their feelings. To you,
they might come off as very brash, or very rude, but it's probably
only that point of time. But try to understand why and help them
because most of the time, they have a lot of stress in their head with
things like they're supposed to be a leader of the household, right?
And for women, the man needs to put aside her emotional side to
really understand the thing that's bothering her.

Mastura’s explanations of gendered communication are indicative of how
women (and society at large) rationalise the dysfunctional behaviours of
men.
Some trainers engaged in discursive violence by speaking of women and
men as being universally and fundamentally different, and scripting them
into different styles of communication. For example, they teach that men
are emotionally distant while women tend to say one thing and mean
another. Adilah’s trainer, for instance, argued that a woman’s ‘no’ can be
taken to mean in fact, dissatisfaction:
Adilah: Let's say she's angry [...] when he asks, “Are you okay?” And
she just says, “No, I'm fine”. Then, you just walk away. So, he's
saying, you should not do [...] that because of how a woman’s
function [sic] is different. You should find a way to get to know what
she's not happy with.

As women are stereotyped to not communicate directly, the following two
trainers advised husbands to pick up on their wives’ non-verbal cues or
other hints:
Shilah: Sometimes even your wife [...] “elbow, elbow you”. [...] He
said “You must understand [...] girls may not ask outrightly.
Sofia: Oh like, when you have children, how were you going to like
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communicate with your husband that oh, you want to have sex. So
you can just say to him, “Oh sayang [dear], the TV is spoilt.”

These assumptions and roundabout ways of communication impede trustbuilding and mutual understanding. Misguided generalisations about men
and women cause misunderstandings and relieve parties of their
responsibilities to communicate effectively.
Finally, the very concept of syura (consensus-based decision making) that is
promoted by curricula like Cinta Abadi is contradictory to the idea of the
husband as ‘head of household’. Syura simply cannot coexist within a
gender hierarchy where the husband has a higher status and greater
authority over the wife.
Aina: Family planning is a shared thing [...] it’s always a discussion and
you come to a consensus and then the husband will have the final say.
Ayu: So the second instructor talked about how both partners have
equal stake in that relationship, but the ustazah kept on harping on
how the husband is of higher status.

These accounts above encapsulate the contradiction between syura and the
notion that a husband is ‘head of the household’, while a wife must obey
and concede to her husband’s demands. While many trainers promoted the
idea of consensus-based decision-making, and encouraged couples to
discuss, such discussions become moot when the husband unilaterally has
the ‘final say’. If syura is of utmost importance in a marriage, as the Cinta
Abadi course materials promote, it must take place between equals. Both
partners must be equally expected to have complete respect for each other
and mutual understanding in all matters. All matters must be divided
between spouses depending on preference, ability, resources, willingness
and the flexibility to change and compromise over time. In this way, the
courses explicitly promote the fundamental values of sakinah, mawaddah
and rahmah.
Based on these findings, we propose seven recommendations in the next
chapter.
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We strongly urge MSF, MUIS and pre-marriage course (PMC) providers
to:
3.1. Recognise both spouses as equal partners and remove all forms
of discursive violence
3.2. Include a comprehensive discussion of family violence and its
characteristics
3.3. Introduce mutual respect into the curriculum
3.4. Discuss sex and family planning in terms of mutual consent
3.5. Teach effective communication skills and non-violent conflict
resolution
3.6. Expand the course curriculum to address the lived realities of
married couples
3.7 Include information on customising the marriage contract and the
legal rights and obligations within marriage

In the current syllabus, there is a disconnect between what is taught and
what is lived. Some respondents felt that since marriage is seen as a
positive event, the course was optimistic to the point of not addressing any
conflicts or negative events. Respondents from the focus group discussion
(FGD) echoed similar sentiments.
Suraya: The assumption is that the setting is a happy marriage […] I
don’t think the course ever gave a scenario whereby the marriage is
not happy […] I think it should because I think those are very realistic
things that happen in marriages. And people have no idea of how to
deal with it when it happens to them.
Ayu: Just like, marriage is the end and that’s it. There’s nothing after
that, like everything will be fine and dandy.
Fatrisya: The thing about it [is that the] course was generally very,
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“Okay, good stuff, let’s not talk about the bad stuff since people are
going to get married. Why [are] you [going to] talk about the bad
stuff?” But I think [those things are] important.
Nadia: It’s not just me, even my friends. I mean, the ones [who] got
married around the same time as me. We all had a culture shock. [...]
Marriage is not a bed of roses. So, there [was] more unhappiness, I
guess.

Examples of potential negative events surfacing in marriage are fights,
polygamy, divorce, sexual dissatisfaction and women burdened with a
disproportionate amount of housework and caregiving. Even though PMCs
are not compulsory, the significant number of participants annually indicate
that couples are intrinsically motivated to prepare themselves for marriage.

3.1 Recognise both spouses as equal partners and remove all
forms of discursive violence
PMCs should recognise both spouses as equal partners in the marriage and
eliminate all forms of discursive violence (physical, psychological, verbal,
financial, spiritual abuse etc.) in the course. Marriage is and must be a
partnership of equal responsibilities and rights. The outdated concept
currently put forth by PMC trainers of husbands as the ‘head of household’
and wives solely responsible for caregiving, is in itself a form of discursive
violence.
It is contradictory to condemn domestic violence in campaigns and yet,
teach Muslim women in PMCs that it is a sin to refuse their husband sex or
that he still has a right to allow or prevent his wife from leaving the house.
By not addressing the unequal power dynamics between husband and wife,
women are still vulnerable to abuse at the hands of a less-than-benevolent
husband.
In a world of shifting gender relations, PMCs must reflect current gender
relations in order to stay relevant to the realities and aspirations of young
couples in the community. At the same time, there needs to be legislative
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changes to the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA) to recognise
spouses as equal partners.29 A number of Muslim-majority countries already
offer more egalitarian interpretations of marriage:30
• Algeria: The Family Code requires each spouse to cohabitate in
harmony, mutual respect and kindness, contribute jointly to the
preservation of the family’s interests, the protection of their
children and the provision of a sound education for them and
mutually agree in the management of the family’s affairs,
including the spacing of births.
• Morocco: The Family Code (Moudawana) recognises marriage
as a partnership of equals and specifies the ‘mutual rights and
duties’ between spouses which includes: (i) cohabitation,
mutual respect, affection and the preservation of the family
interest; (ii) both spouses assuming the responsibility of
managing and protecting household affairs and the children’s
education; and (iii) consultation on decisions concerning the
management of family affairs.
• Turkey: Under the Constitution and the Civil Code, the family is
based on equality between spouses.

3.2 Include a comprehensive discussion of family violence and its
characteristics
PMCs should provide a comprehensive definition and discussion of the
spectrum of abusive behaviour, emphasising warning signs to look out for
and the effects of family violence.
The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women recommends, in the
concluding observations on the fifth periodic report of Singapore (2017), that the State party
undertake a comprehensive review of the Administration of Muslim Law Act, taking into account the
experiences of other countries with populations of similar cultural backgrounds and with similar legal
norms, to provide women with rights equal to those of men with regard to marriage, divorce and
inheritance, see https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1327266?ln=en, 12-13.
30
Musawah, “Positive Developments in Muslim Family Laws,” document is work-in-progress, https://
www.musawah.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Positive-Developments-Table-2019_EN.pdf, 1.
29
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Zarina: I think it would be helpful if they were to give a channel as to
who to approach and also explain what is family violence. Because
some people don’t understand what is family violence. They think
that being shouted at is normal, it’s right. But actually, verbal abuse
is still wrong.

There may or may not be warning signs before marriage. Nevertheless,
couples should be taught how to spot them.
Sakinah: [A] lot of them [the couples] had violence prior to marriage.
So if say it was talked about at the premarital session, it would have
mitigated it, or like even make them think twice.
Aliyah: I think the first thing is to actually see whether any of the
partners are actually violent to begin with. Sometimes, family
violence doesn’t happen after marriage. Sometimes it happens
before. But couples still go ahead with the marriage because they
love each other. But [...] these warning signs, it should not be taken
lightly. So maybe the pre-marriage course can have a segment [on]
those warning signs.

If violence or abuse does occur, participants should know where to go or
how to get assistance. While some course materials included counselling
hotlines, all locally available resources (including legal options) should be
listed.
Kamilah: Especially now, because there’s a lot of cases, I think they
should put in, so that people will know who to turn to [...] I think 10
years ago things like counselling, all this, was not very out. Now I
think it’s fine. Everybody [says] “Oh, I go counselling, okay that’s
great”. Last time I think was a taboo [sic].
Aisyah: There are a lot of little organisations for women, so I would
just ask them to go and research [...] don’t necessarily just rely on
religious teachings because it’s not always gonna help. It didn’t help
me.

The experiences of these respondents were also validated by the FGD
participants. They similarly felt that the course should cover issues such as
marital rape and educate women on their rights in marriage.
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3.3 Introduce mutual respect into the curriculum
PMCs should should promote mutual respect between spouses, to nurture
all three values of sakinah, mawaddah and rahmah. While the trainer
pointed out that this is currently taught in PMCs, the emphasis should not
be on a husband’s responsibility over his wife and children. Instead, the
emphasis should be on self-responsibility: each person is responsible for
their own actions and that no one bears the burden of another.
Say: Is it other than Allah I should desire as a lord while They are the
Lord of all things? And every soul earns not except against itself, and
no bearer of burdens will bear the burden of another. (Qur’an, 6:164)

The experiences of these respondents were also validated by the FGD
participants. They similarly felt that the course should cover issues such as
marital rape and educate women on their rights in marriage.
Some respondents challenged the Malay expression ‘anak itu rezeki’
(‘children are a blessing’), believing it is important to encourage husbands
to do housework and caregiving as a logical outcome of this belief.
Aliyah: There are some Malays who have this perception that family
planning is dosa [a sin] [...] But they don’t show that it’s actually very
tough in Singapore nowadays. They don’t share that the husband
should help the wife. [...] [There] should be two people that should
be helping [...] How does rezeki [blessing] come to you if you do not
help your wife?
Nadia: [Having] kids, it's not just about having an additional person
to your family. But it’s going to be financially draining, emotionally
draining. Husband has to help out the wife. I feel that that’s
something they should have covered.

Two paradigm shifts are required: women’s financial contribution must be
valued, and men’s housework and caregiving contribution must be
encouraged and normalised. Mutual respect means valuing the work done
both inside and outside the home while working together to ease each
other’s burdens.
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3.4 Discuss sex and family planning in terms of mutual consent
Consent is an important value to cultivate in all aspects of married life,
including sex and family planning. The underlying premise of mutual
consent in sex is that both partners are sexual beings, and consensual sex is
enjoyable and important for long-term health and happiness in the
marriage. The issue of consent is crucial because under Section 375 of the
Penal Code, a husband who does not receive consent to sex from his wife
can be charged with rape.
The issue of a wife being allowed to refuse sex (or not) still implies that men
mainly initiate sex, while women decide to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Aliyah
highlighted the need to address both parties.
Aliyah: When it comes to the topic of sex, it’s always the women
should be obliging to the husband, the women should not refuse to
the husband and things like that. But, it doesn’t really show the other
way. Like when the roles are reversed.

The trainer we met was assured that consent is already being taught in
PMCs. However, sexual relations within marriage should be reframed as
nurturing mutual respect and understanding for each other’s sexual needs
and desires. Mutual consent in sex also implies mutual consent in family
planning. Some respondents wanted the trainers to clarify that
contraception and other forms of birth control were not ‘sinful’ since family
planning was a topic where religious opinion seemed to clash with cultural
beliefs.
Ida: [Trainer said] that it’s okay to do family planning. Because most
people have this conception that in Islam, we tolak rezeki [reject
God’s blessing]. I also had the same thinking about [family planning].
Is it haram [forbidden], or is it not. But with the assurance that it’s
okay, because I also believe in having quality over quantity.
Sakinah: I think there should be somewhere [...] that based on
religious values you can use contraception.
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3.5 Teach effective communication skills and non-violent conflict
resolution
PMCs should teach skills for effective communication, and more specifically
non-violent conflict resolution. Equipping participants with effective
communication skills enables participants to distinguish between conflicts
that can be mutually solved, from conflicts that occur in situations of
violence, i.e. where power and control is exercised by one individual over
another.
Respondents were clearly not comfortable with the discursively violent
contents of the PMC, as well as how ambivalent the trainers seemed to be
towards the use of religious texts such as hadith to justify family violence.
Research shows that teaching effective communication can reduce the
likelihood of situational family violence.31
We observed that the Cinta Abadi curriculum lumps the issues of ineffective
communication together with incidents of family violence as potential
causes of marital breakdown. In a chapter on warning signs, the advice
offered is vague: ‘choosing to commit to the relationship, choosing to work
on the relationship’.32 The curriculum only indicates what should not be
done.
Make a commitment to avoid these pitfalls in your marriage: insulting each
other, criticising each other, putting each other down with generalised
statements [...], using negative absolutes [...], stonewalling [...], avoiding [...],
ignoring the issue [...], unrealistic and continuous hope that your partner
‘will change’, escaping (through substance abuse, or extra marital affairs),
using violence.33 34
Julia C. Babcock, Katherine Graham, Brittany Canady, and Jody M. Ross, “A Proximal Change
Experiment Testing Two Communication Exercises With Intimate Partner Violent Men,” Behaviour
Therapy 42(2), (2011): 336-347.
32
Ministry of Social and Family Development, Cinta Abadi, 88-89.
33
Ibid.
34
The examples above include both ineffective communication styles as well as abusive behaviour. The
first seven “pitfalls” are examples of ineffective communication. As skills for effective and non-violent
communication can be learned and practised, this process can begin in the PMCs since the course
materials and trainers highly encourage communication between spouses. However, the last three
“pitfalls” require the offending partner to address and change behaviours through professional
therapy or rehabilitation. The other partner cannot possibly resolve these issues with ‘better’ or ‘more’
communication.
31
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Cinta Abadi’s approaches of ‘languages of love’ and ‘languages of
apology’35 can be taken as a starting point towards open and effective
communication. As effective communication requires a high degree of selfawareness, self-regulation (pausing between feeling and action) could be a
major skill to teach couples.36
Effective communication dynamics include being able to differentiate the
impact of one’s words, acknowledging the hurt or pain of their partner,
opening up about one’s insecurities and vulnerabilities, as well as being
committed to changing one’s mindset and attitudes.37 Ineffective
communication can result in resentment, which may build up over time,
driving the couple apart.38

3.6 Expand the course curriculum to address the lived realities of
married couples
To provide couples with a more holistic understanding of marriage, PMCs
do not have to be a one-time course. Rather, it can be conducted over
several sessions and cover in more in-depth, topics such as parenting
styles, financial planning and conflict resolution.
Ayu: Instead of just religious stuff maybe they can share about dayto-day [...] practical things. When you get married you don’t know
these things. Then [for example] when you apply for a house, “Oh
okay, that’s it.” These are the things you don’t discuss beforehand,
like if you get divorced what’s going to happen to the property.

The trainer that we spoke to found that it was unnecessary to extend the
course period, as it was enough that trainers use their own marriage
experience as life lessons for participants to learn from. However, this is an
Ministry of Social and Family Development, Cinta Abadi, 82.
The following actions are crucial to conflict resolution: active listening, communicating needs, giving
and receiving constructive feedback and non-verbal communication.
37
Michelle Brody, Stop the Fight!: An Illustrated Guide for Couples––How to Break Free from the 12
Most Common Arguments and Build a Relationship that Lasts (New York: The Experiment, 2015).
38
Some examples of ineffective communication are judgmental statements (e.g. ‘You always spend too
much’, ‘You’re such a bum’), invalidation of feelings (e.g. ‘You’re overreacting’), or defensive behaviour
(e.g. avoidance, silent treatment, withholding affection). Ineffective communication like these can
result in resentment, which can build up over time and drive the couple apart.
35
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unstandardised approach as lived experiences are unique to the individual
and may not be able to comprehensively cover all aspects of marriage.
‘Prepare’, a marriage preparation programme introduced in Britain in 1997,
requires couples to do a 165 psychometric questionnaire that covers ‘11
problem areas, including money, sex, children, family of origin, religion,
spare time and friends’.39 The questionnaire aims to make the couples
aware of potential problem areas in their marriage and address them
before the relationship enters into its next phase. Such a questionnaire
should also be considered for local PMCs to ensure a holistic view of a
couple’s relationship prior to marriage.

3.7 Include information on customising the marriage contract and
the legal rights and obligations within marriage
PMCs should comprehensively discuss the legal rights and obligations of
each party entering into a marriage and how to exit the marriage. Marriage
is not just a sacred commitment, but also a legal contract with different
considerations, procedures and provisions for men and women, depending
on the court (secular or syariah) and the laws of each country. As with all
legal contracts, couples need to know how to enter and exit them.
Often, it is only during the wedding day that couples come to know of the
taklik – that is, additional conditions that can be stipulated in the marriage
contract. However, these additional stipulations should have been
negotiated and agreed upon before marriage by the couple as a breach of
any of these conditions can be used as a reason for divorce. Couples should
be informed that they are allowed to stipulate any conditions they wish,
well in advance of the marriage, and should be encouraged to do so to
ensure that expectations are agreed upon before entering marriage.
However, important as it is, the taklik is not mentioned in the PMCs at all.
However, the trainer felt that while it might be useful to discuss taklik in
PMCs, they were concerned about couples taking advantage of the process
Amelia Hill, “First you pop the question - then you sit a marriage exam,” The Guardian, May 11,
2013, https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2003/may/11/ameliahill.theobserver.
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and indiscriminately adding on stipulations that could harm instead of
protect their marriage. We believe that the taklik should be up to the
discretion of the couples, as long as the stipulations are mutually agreed
upon.
Another important point to highlight is that there are different
requirements for Muslim men and women seeking divorce. Unilateral
divorce is only applicable to men while women may seek divorce on the
basis of fasakh (annulment), khuluk (payment to husband in exchange for
him to pronounce talak) or taklik (breach of conditions in marriage contract).
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This exploratory study sought to examine how pre-marriage courses (PMCs)
address family violence. The study finds that not only was such a discussion
lacking, but also that the trainers of the PMCs themselves justified,
normalised and perpetuated family violence.
In addition, PMC trainers engaged in discursive violence: the assigning of
specific, gendered roles and responsibilities to husband and wife. This
significantly informed how they understood, rationalised and explained
other types of violence––physical, sexual and psychological––to course
participants.
Taking the findings and the respondents’ impressions and experiences into
account, this study proposed seven recommendations. The
recommendations are designed to develop a PMC curriculum that
advocates for spousal equality and the elimination of family violence, as
well as reflecting the realistic needs of couples entering marriage.
According to the respondents, marriage will not always be ‘good’ or
smooth-sailing. Couples should be alerted to and prepared for any ‘bad’
experiences or outcomes as well.
The fundamental patriarchal beliefs expressed by the respondents’ trainers
in this study are not unique, isolated cases but rather, a reflection of
systemic patriarchal notions, norms and hierarchies present in our local
Muslim communities. It is our hope that this study will inspire further
research and work to redress gender-based injustices and dismantle
patriarchal principles present in our institutions.
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Annex
List of pre-marriage course providers provided
to respondents in the interview

• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: APKIM Resources
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Art of Marriage
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Bio Dew Management (BDM)
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Faizul Anwar Educators (FAE)
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Family Life Associates (FLA)
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Pendidikan Asas Daru Ashomiddin
(PADA)
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Prowise Consultancy
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Qaseh Safiya Network
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Rafflesia Training & Trading
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Safinah Institute
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Samrah Club
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: Singapore Kayadanallur Muslim
League (SKML)
• Cinta Abadi Program by MUIS/MSF: SP Management Consultant
(SPMC)
• Others: Darul Arqam Marriage Guidance Courses
• Others: Kasih Sejati by SuChi Success Initiatives Pte Ltd
• Unsure / Unable to recall

63

Let’s Not Talk About The Bad Stuff

About The Organisations
Beyond The Hijab is an online platform for Singaporean Muslim women to
share their stories and experiences reconciling their religion and the
demands of the current world. Their main aim is to foster an inclusive
community that practises empathy and openness to the topic of religion
and self-identity. They run a regular blog series covering topics such as
marriage and divorce, relationships, sexuality, intimate partner violence,
microaggressions and more.
Follow Beyond The Hijab @beyondhijabsg on Instagram and read their
stories at beyondhijab.sg.
Crit Talk is a safe, facilitated workshop space for self-identified Muslims to
deconstruct taboo topics. The participative workshops use innovative
methods to encourage critical thinking on topics such as genital cutting, sex
education, homophobia and sectarianism.
Follow Crit Talk @crittalk.sg on Instagram.
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Penawar holds peer-led spaces for women, trans women and non-binary
folk raised in Muslim households in Singapore to discuss topics important
to them, without judgment or scrutiny. The support sessions serve as safe
spaces for individuals to talk and reflect on their identities and experiences
together with others, and to know that they are not alone. Some topics
covered include rituals (in religion), LGBTQ, domestic abuse, Ramadan
culture and mental health, building healthy relationships and body
positivity.
Follow Penawar @penawarsg on Instagram and visit their website at
penawarsg.com.
Women and Law in Islam (WALI) is a group that promotes gender equality
in Islam through conversation, public awareness and debate. They run
annual Ramadan Talks and have also worked with other women’s groups
and academics on CEDAW submissions and a submission paper with 20
other signatories for the Family Justice Act in 2015.
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