
 

Temporary marriage [Supplement 2017] 

A temporary marriage is a contract between a man and an unmarried woman permitting 
sexual relations for a fixed amount of fixed time upon compensation of the woman. Although 
the Arabic term for this concept (mutʿa) does not occur in the Qurʾān, the tenth verbal 
form of the root m-t-ʿ is employed in Q 4:24, probably with reference to this practice as a 
pre-Islamic Arabian tradition (some exegetes; cf. e.g. the traditions preserved in Ṭabarī, 
Tafsīr, ad loc., identify al-istimtāʿ with nikāḥ or tazwīj; cf. also Heffening, Mutʿa). This 
practice developed into a complex Shīʿī religious institution about which there has been 
much cultural and moral ambivalence, although in Iran, since the revolution of 1979, it 
has become more commonplace (Haeri, Law of desire).

Literally “marriage of pleasure,” mutʿa is a form of a pre-Islamic tradition in Arabia 
(Robertson Smith, Kinship and marriage; see pre-Islamic Arabia and the Qurʾān) that 
still retains legitimacy among the Twelver Shīʿa who live predominantly, though not 
exclusively, in Iran (see Shīʿism and the Qurʾān). Legally, mutʿa-marriage is a contract 
(ʿaqd) in which a man and an unmarried woman decide how long they want to be married 
to each other and how much money, or bride-price, is to be given to the temporary wife 
(see contracts and alliances; marriage and divorce; bridewealth). Unlike in the case of 
permanent marriage (nikāḥ), a temporary wife is not legally entitled to financial support 
(nafaqa) above and beyond the bride-price, even in the event of pregnancy, unless it is 
agreed upon beforehand or if the temporary marriage is registered (see maintenance and 
upkeep). Doctrinally, Shīʿī jurists distinguish temporary marriage from permanent 
marriage by stating that the objective of mutʿa is sexual enjoyment while that of nikāḥ is 
procreation (Ṭūsī, Nihāya, 497-502; Ḥillī, Sharāʾiʿ, 524; Kāshif al-Ghiṭāʾ, Āyīn-i ma; 
Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Shiʿite Islam; Muṭahharī, Niẓām-i ḥuqūq-i zan, 38; Khomeini, Tawḍīḥ al-
masāʾil; Khomeini, Mutʿa; Levy, Introduction; Murata, Temporarymarriage; Haeri, Law 
of desire).

According to Shīʿī [literature religious texts], the second caliph, ʿUmar (r. 13-23/634-44; 
see caliph), outlawed the custom of mutʿa marriage in the first/seventh century and 
threatened its practitioners with stoning. The Shīʿa have systematically contested that 
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decision. They argue, on the basis of the Qurʾānic reference to mutʿa(mā stamtaʿtum bihī 
minhunna, Q 4:24) and the lack of any unambiguous prophetic ḥadīth banning its practice 
(see Ḥadīth and the Qurʾān), that ʿUmar’s fatwā lacks legitimacy (al-Amīnī, al-Ghadīr; 
Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Shiʿite Islam; Shafāʾī, Mutʿa; ʿĀmilī, Mutʿa; Haeri, Law of desire, 61-4; see 
law and the Qurʾān). Indeed, the Shīʿa point to the fact that temporary marriage was 
common at the time of the prophet Muḥammad and that many of the early converts were 
children of mutʿa marriages: ʿAdī, son of Ḥātim and Māwiyya, is one such example (al-
Amīnī, al-Ghadīr, 6:129, 198-240; Robertson Smith, Kinship and marriage, 81; cf. 
Ṭabāṭabāʾī, Shiʿite Islam, 227).

The Sunnīs and Shīʿa continue to dispute the religious legitimacy and moral propriety of 
temporary marriage. Although strongly opposed by many Sunnī ʿulamāʾ (see scholar), 
the custom of temporary marriage has apparently continued among some Sunnīs into 
modern times, particularly gaining tacit legitimacy under its variant, the misyār marriage 
(ambulating, travelling) (Snouck Hurgronje, Mekka, 12-13; Hasso, Consuming Desire; 
Sindawi, Temporary Marriage).

The rules and procedures regarding mutʿa developed piecemeal and by analogical 
reasoning. Its present form is the result of dialogues and debates among Shīʿī scholars, 
the most prominent of whom was the sixth imām, Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765; Ṭūṣī, 
Nihāya, 497-502; Ḥillī, Sharāʾiʿ, 515-28; Ghazanfarī, Khudāmūz-i lumʿa, 2:126-34; 
Kāshif al-Ghiṭāʾ, Āyīn-i ma, 372-92; Khomeini, Tawḍīḥ al-masāʾil; Muṭahharī, Niẓām-i 
ḥuqūq-i zan, 21-54; Imāmī, Ḥuqūq-i madanī; Levy, Introduction, 1:131-90; Fayzee, 
Outlines, 117-21; Murata, Temporarymarriage; Haeri, Law of desire).

Arabic in origin, the term mutʿa has multiple meanings: “that which gives benefits, for a 
short while,” “enjoyment, pleasure” (i.e. to saturate), “to have the usufruct of something” 
(Dihkhudā, Ṣīgha, 318). Although the specified purpose of temporary marriage is sexual 
pleasure (and specifically male pleasure), the religious language that describes it places 
— or misplaces — the emphasis on its marital aspect, thereby creating the impression 
that mutʿa is simply a form of marriage, albeit one with a built-in time limit. Outside 
religious circles, everyday language in Iran has remained more faithful to the literal 
meaning of mutʿa, which colloquially has been substituted with the vernacular Persian 
term ṣīgha. Used in both nominal and verbal forms, properly speaking ṣīgha means 
“form” or “type” of a contract. It is a pejorative term that has been applied to a woman 
who is temporarily married but not to the man who engaged her services.

Primarily an urban phenomenon, temporary marriage is culturally stigmatized and 
popularly perceived as similar to “legalized prostitution” in Iran. Ironically, it is also 
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believed to be more prevalent around pilgrimage centers in Iran than elsewhere in the 
country (cf. e.g. Haeri, Law of desire, 9-10). Temporary marriage is a form of contract 
that may be performed privately and in any language as long as the partners agree on the 
exact period of time the marriage is to last and the amount of the bride-price to be given 
to the temporary wife(ṣīgha). A temporary marriage need not be witnessed or registered 
(Ṭūsī, Nihāya, 498). While, after the revolution of 1979 in Iran, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran required its registration, ostensibly to ascertain the legality of a woman’s claim in 
case she becomes pregnant, it rescinded its decision in 2013 under pressure from 
members of the parliament, and thus currently no registration is required.

At the end of the specified period, the temporary marriage automatically comes to an end 
without any divorce ceremony. Regardless of its length, women must observe a period of 
sexual abstinence, known as ʿidda, after it ends (see waiting period). Also a feature of 
permanent marriage and divorce, the ʿidda of temporary marriage is shorter by one 
month. It is two menstrual cycles for women who menstruate regularly and 45 days for 
women who are at an age where they normally ought to menstruate but for some reason 
do not. ʿIdda is not required of menopausal women. Temporary spouses do not legally 
inherit from each other, though theoretically they may negotiate such a condition in their 
contract. In addition to the four wives religiously allowed to all Muslim Men, a Shīʿī man 
may simultaneously contract as many temporary marriages as he wishes and renew any 
of them as many times as the partners desire it, provided that certain conditions are met. 
A Shīʿī woman is permitted only one marriage at a time, be it temporary or permanent.

Temporary marriage is an institution in which the relationship between the sexes (see sex 
and sexuality), marriage, sexuality, morality, religious rules, secular laws, and cultural 
practices all converge. At the same time, it is a kind of custom that puts religion and 
popular culture at odds. Despite its legality and religious sanction, temporary marriage 
has never enjoyed widespread support culturally, not even under the encouraging attitude 
of the Islamic Republic (Haeri, Law of Desire, 213-40). It remains stigmatized among the 
more “secular” middle and upper-middle classes in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon, where a 
substantial number of Shīʿa live.

Shahla Haeri
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