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  Chapter one
Definition and Scope


Forced marriage and child marriage are often spoken about in distant terms, as though they belong only to certain places, certain families, or certain traditions. In reality, they are part of a much wider human story about power, vulnerability, silence, fear, love, loyalty, survival, and the struggle for personal freedom. To understand them properly, it is important to begin with clear definitions, but definitions alone are not enough. These practices are not simply about weddings or family arrangements. They are about whether a person has the real freedom to choose if, when, and whom they marry, and whether that choice is respected without pressure, punishment, threat, or manipulation. 
At the centre of both forced marriage and child marriage is the question of consent. Consent is more than a quiet nod, a signed document, or the absence of open protest. True consent must be free, informed, full, and ongoing. A person must be able to say yes without fear and say no without being harmed, rejected, threatened, isolated, or made to feel responsible for family disgrace. When someone agrees to a marriage because they fear violence, abandonment, financial punishment, deportation, social shame, family rejection, or loss of education, that agreement cannot be treated as free consent. It may look like cooperation from the outside, but inside it may be fear wearing the face of obedience.
A forced marriage is a marriage in which one or both people do not freely and fully consent. The pressure may be obvious, such as threats, confinement, physical harm, or the removal of personal documents. It may also be quieter and harder to see, such as emotional blackmail, repeated guilt, intense family pressure, threats of shame, withdrawal of support, or the constant message that refusing will destroy the family’s honour. Some people are told they are selfish, ungrateful, disloyal, or corrupted if they resist. Others are made to believe that their future, safety, immigration status, education, housing, or relationship with siblings depends on accepting the marriage. These forms of pressure may not leave visible marks, but they can still remove a person’s freedom.
A child marriage usually refers to a marriage or informal union involving a person under the age of eighteen. Even where a young person appears to agree, child marriage raises serious concerns because children and adolescents are still developing emotionally, physically, socially, and intellectually. They often depend on adults for shelter, food, schooling, protection, and approval. This dependence can make it extremely difficult for them to refuse family decisions, especially when marriage is presented as duty, destiny, protection, or necessity. A child may not have the power, knowledge, confidence, or safe support needed to make a life-altering decision freely. For that reason, child marriage is widely understood as a child protection issue, not just a family matter.
Forced marriage and child marriage overlap, but they are not always identical. An adult can be forced into marriage. A child can be married under circumstances where adults around them describe the arrangement as accepted or customary. Yet because children cannot carry the adult responsibilities of marriage, sexual expectations, pregnancy, domestic labour, financial dependence, and household authority in the same way an adult can, child marriage often contains strong elements of coercion even when direct threats are not spoken aloud. The younger the person, the clearer the imbalance of power becomes.
The scope of the issue is broad because forced and child marriage can take many forms. It may happen through a formal ceremony, a religious or community ritual, a civil registration, an informal union, or an arrangement that is treated as marriage by families and communities even if it is not legally recognised. It may involve a girl, a boy, or a young adult. It may happen in rural areas or cities, in wealthy households or households facing hardship, among families with long-standing community ties or families under migration stress. It may involve parents, relatives, partners, community figures, or wider social networks. It may be planned openly or hidden behind language such as “family agreement,” “protection,” “settlement,” “tradition,” “respect,” or “doing what is best.”
One reason the issue is difficult to confront is that forced marriage does not always look like force in the way people expect. Many imagine force as a locked door, a shouted threat, or physical violence. Those things can happen, and when they do the danger is serious. But coercion can also be soft-spoken. It may sound like a parent saying, “After everything we have done for you, you owe us this.” It may look like relatives refusing to speak to a young person until they agree. It may appear as constant reminders that refusal will ruin siblings’ prospects, shame grandparents, damage family reputation, or bring hardship to the household. A person may be surrounded by people they love and still have no safe way to say no.
This emotional complexity matters. Many survivors do not describe their families in simple terms. They may love their parents. They may understand the fears, pressures, poverty, or social expectations that shaped family decisions. They may feel torn between loyalty and self-protection. They may worry about younger siblings, community judgement, or being cut off from everyone familiar. They may grieve the loss of family connection even while knowing that what happened was wrong. A compassionate understanding of forced marriage must leave room for that complexity. Recognising harm does not require mocking or condemning entire communities. It requires naming the behaviour that removes choice and protecting the person whose freedom has been taken.
The scope also includes the conditions that allow forced and child marriage to continue. Gender inequality is one of the strongest forces behind it. In many settings, girls and women are expected to carry family reputation through obedience, modesty, marriageability, and service to others. Their education may be valued less than their role as wives or mothers. Their sexuality may be controlled more strictly than that of boys. Their safety may be treated as something secured through marriage rather than through rights, opportunity, and protection. Boys and men can also be forced into marriage, particularly where family expectations, inheritance, social status, or community pressure are strong. Still, the burden falls heavily on girls and young women because of unequal power, economic dependence, and expectations around domestic and reproductive roles.
Poverty can deepen the risk. Families facing hunger, debt, displacement, unemployment, or insecurity may see marriage as a way to reduce financial strain, secure protection, strengthen alliances, or manage uncertainty. This does not make forced or child marriage acceptable, but it helps explain why prevention cannot rely on judgement alone. When families feel trapped by hardship, change must include practical support, access to education, safe housing, economic opportunity, and community trust. A law may set a boundary, but families also need realistic alternatives that allow children and young people to remain safe without pushing households into deeper desperation.
Education is closely connected to the scope of the problem. When a child leaves school for marriage, the loss is not only academic. School can provide routine, friendships, trusted adults, information, confidence, and a path toward future income. Without education, a young person may become more dependent on a spouse or in-laws, less aware of rights and services, and less able to leave harmful situations later. Education does not solve every form of coercion, and educated families can still pressure young people into marriage, but access to learning remains one of the strongest protective factors because it expands choice.
The health and psychological consequences are also part of the definition’s human meaning. A marriage entered without freedom can affect mental wellbeing through fear, anxiety, depression, shame, isolation, and loss of identity. A young person may feel their future has been taken before they fully understood it. They may be separated from friends, removed from school, monitored at home, or expected to become an adult overnight. Health risks can include stress-related illness, reproductive health concerns, pregnancy-related dangers for young bodies, reduced access to medical care, and physical harm in abusive relationships. These concerns should be discussed with care, without sensationalism, because behind every category is a person trying to survive circumstances they did not freely choose.
Forced and child marriage also sit close to other forms of exploitation. In some situations, marriage may be used to control movement, labour, sexuality, immigration status, or access to money. A person may be moved away from familiar surroundings, denied documents, kept from school or work, or made dependent on people who benefit from their silence. Not every forced marriage involves trafficking, but the overlap can be serious where deception, movement, control, exploitation, or profit are present. This is why safe reporting pathways, trained frontline workers, child protection awareness, and survivor-centred support are important. People at risk need more than a rule written on paper. They need someone safe to notice, listen, believe, and respond carefully.
The legal scope varies across societies, but the principle behind protection is clear: marriage should be based on free and full consent, and children should be protected from adult burdens they are not ready or able to carry. Laws can help set minimum ages, define coercion, provide protective orders, guide professionals, and create consequences for those who arrange or enable harmful marriages. Yet law alone is not enough if people do not know their rights, fear reporting, distrust authorities, depend financially on those pressuring them, or believe seeking help will make them unsafe. Legal protection works best when joined with education, community dialogue, confidential support, and practical routes to safety.
Understanding the scope of forced and child marriage also means understanding what prevention must include. It is not enough to tell young people to speak up if speaking up could put them in danger. Prevention requires families to understand consent, communities to challenge harmful pressure, schools to recognise warning signs, health workers to respond sensitively, legal systems to act carefully, and support services to place survivor safety first. It requires respectful conversations led not only from outside affected communities, but also from within them, by people who value culture, family, faith, and belonging while insisting that none of these should be used to erase a person’s choice.
The language used around this issue matters. Words can either open understanding or close it down. Calling forced marriage a “custom” without naming coercion can hide harm. Describing families as monsters can oversimplify the pressures that must be addressed. Treating survivors only as victims can overlook their strength, intelligence, grief, and courage. A balanced approach recognises that harmful practices can exist in many social contexts, that families may be influenced by fear and pressure, and that responsibility still belongs with those who use control, threats, manipulation, or violence to make marriage happen.
At its simplest, the definition is this: forced marriage is marriage without free and full consent, and child marriage is marriage involving a person too young to carry the responsibilities and consequences of adult union. But the deeper scope reaches into homes, schools, clinics, courts, communities, economies, and private hearts. It affects safety, dignity, education, health, income, identity, and the right to imagine a future of one’s own. To define it well is to see both the visible ceremony and the invisible pressure behind it. It is to understand that a marriage may be celebrated by others while being experienced by one person as the closing of a door.
The foundation of any fair response is the belief that consent is not a luxury, childhood is not a bargaining tool, and tradition should never require the surrender of safety or selfhood. When people are given real choices, trusted support, education, protection, and the freedom to decide their own futures, marriage can become what it should be: a voluntary partnership between people who enter it with dignity, readiness, and respect.






  
  Chapter two
Global Stats and Facts


Numbers can feel cold until we remember what they are counting. Behind every estimate of forced marriage or child marriage is a person whose future may have been redirected before they had the power to choose it. A statistic may say that millions of girls are married before adulthood, but the human meaning is found in the school desk left empty, the friendship quietly interrupted, the childhood shortened, the private fear no one noticed, and the adult responsibilities placed on shoulders still meant to be growing. Global facts matter because they help reveal patterns that individual stories alone cannot show. They help us see that forced and child marriage are not isolated incidents, nor are they problems belonging only to one region, faith, culture, or income level. They are worldwide human rights concerns shaped by unequal power, poverty, gender expectations, weak protection, social pressure, conflict, displacement, and lack of opportunity. 
Across the world, child marriage remains one of the most widespread forms of harm affecting young people, especially girls. Broad global estimates often place the number of women and girls alive today who were married before adulthood in the hundreds of millions. Each year, many millions more are at risk of being married before they are legally, physically, emotionally, or socially ready. These figures are not exact in every setting because many marriages are informal, unregistered, hidden, or treated as family matters rather than public events. Some take place in communities where official records are weak. Others are concealed because families fear legal consequences, social judgement, or outside interference. This means that the true scale is likely larger than what formal records show.
Forced marriage is even harder to measure because coercion does not always appear in paperwork. A marriage certificate may record names and dates, but it does not reveal whether someone was threatened, shamed, pressured, isolated, or made to believe they had no real choice. In some cases, a person may say yes in public while privately feeling trapped. In others, a family may describe the arrangement as voluntary because open resistance was never allowed. The difficulty of measurement should not be mistaken for rarity. It simply means that the harm often hides in places where official systems struggle to see it.
Child marriage affects girls at much higher rates than boys, although boys can also be affected. The gendered nature of the issue is important. In many societies, girls are expected to marry earlier because their value is linked to obedience, family honour, domestic labour, fertility, or the belief that marriage offers protection. Boys may face pressure connected to family duty, inheritance, status, or community expectations, but girls more often carry the combined weight of restricted education, reproductive expectations, household labour, and reduced control over their movements and choices. This does not mean every family thinks the same way or every community follows the same pattern. It means that gender inequality creates conditions in which girls are more likely to lose choice at a younger age.
The global pattern is uneven. Some regions have seen meaningful progress, with fewer girls marrying in childhood than in previous generations. In other places, progress has slowed because of conflict, economic hardship, climate stress, displacement, school closures, or social instability. Child marriage is more common where poverty is deep, education access is limited, birth registration is weak, and legal protections are difficult to enforce. It is also more likely where families feel marriage is the safest or most practical option in the face of insecurity. When a household cannot afford school costs, when a family fears violence in the community, when parents worry about social reputation, or when future opportunities seem closed, marriage may be viewed as a solution. Yet for the child, that so-called solution can bring lifelong consequences.
Poverty and child marriage often reinforce one another. A family facing financial strain may see marriage as one less mouth to feed or as a way to create social or economic security. But when a girl leaves school and enters marriage early, her chances of earning an independent income often fall. Her decision-making power may shrink. Her health risks may increase. Her children, if she has them, may grow up in the same cycle of limited education and economic hardship. The cost is not only personal. Communities and nations lose talent, productivity, leadership, creativity, and human potential when children are denied the chance to learn, mature, and participate fully in society.
Education is one of the clearest dividing lines in global patterns. Girls who remain in school longer are generally less likely to marry young. School can delay marriage, but it does more than that. It gives young people knowledge, routine, friendships, adult mentors, confidence, and a wider sense of what life can become. It can also connect them to support if they are at risk. However, school must be genuinely accessible and safe. A school that is too far away, too expensive, unsafe to travel to, or unsupportive of girls’ needs may not protect anyone. Education works best when combined with family support, community trust, economic assistance, legal safeguards, and respect for girls’ futures.
Health facts also show why child marriage is not merely a social custom or private arrangement. When girls marry young, they may face early pregnancy before their bodies are ready, limited access to reproductive health care, pressure to prove fertility, and reduced ability to make decisions about their own wellbeing. Young brides may have less power to seek medical care, negotiate safe relationships, or delay pregnancy. These risks do not affect every person in the same way, and many survivors show remarkable strength in difficult circumstances. Still, the broader pattern is clear: early and forced marriage can place health, safety, and development at risk in ways that no child should be expected to manage alone.
The psychological impact is also significant, though often undercounted. Data systems may record age at marriage, school attendance, or childbirth, but they rarely capture fear, grief, loneliness, anxiety, shame, or the feeling of losing control over one’s own future. A young person forced into marriage may be separated from friends, removed from education, placed in an unfamiliar household, expected to perform adult duties, or told that obedience is the price of family acceptance. Some may continue to love their families deeply while also feeling harmed by the pressure placed upon them. This emotional conflict can make it hard to seek help, and it can make the harm harder for outsiders to recognise.
Forced marriage can occur across borders as well as within local communities. In some situations, a person may be taken to another place for a marriage they do not want, or pressured to sponsor, join, or remain with a spouse because of family expectations or immigration concerns. Documents may be controlled, travel may be restricted, and language barriers may increase isolation. Not every cross-border marriage is forced, and it is important not to treat migration, tradition, or family-arranged marriage as automatically harmful. The key issue is always consent. A marriage arranged with full, free, informed agreement is different from one imposed through pressure, fear, deception, or control.
Global facts also reveal that laws matter, but law alone cannot end the practice. Many countries have minimum marriage ages, consent requirements, or protections against coercion. Yet loopholes, exceptions, weak enforcement, poor birth registration, lack of awareness, and community pressure can reduce the impact of these laws. Where a child’s age is not officially recorded, it can be difficult to prove that a marriage is unlawful. Where families fear shame or punishment, they may hide arrangements. Where young people mistrust authorities or depend financially on those pressuring them, they may not seek help. A legal standard is essential, but it must be matched with safe reporting pathways, trained professionals, social support, and community education.
Conflict and crisis can increase the risk of forced and child marriage. When families lose homes, income, safety, or access to school, marriage may be seen as a way to protect daughters, reduce costs, or secure social ties. During emergencies, harmful practices can rise not because people suddenly care less about their children, but because fear and survival pressures narrow the choices families believe they have. This is why prevention must include economic stability, safe education, child protection, and trusted support during times of crisis. Telling families simply not to marry children is not enough if they are living with hunger, insecurity, or displacement. Protection must be practical as well as principled.
The facts also show that progress is possible. In many places, the rate of child marriage has declined over time as education has expanded, legal protections have strengthened, girls’ rights have become more visible, and communities have led conversations about safety and consent. Change often happens through steady, local work: parents choosing to keep daughters in school, community leaders speaking carefully about harm, teachers noticing warning signs, health workers responding without judgement, young people learning their rights, and survivors rebuilding lives with support. Progress is rarely simple or perfectly even, but it is real where protection, opportunity, and respect are sustained.
At the same time, progress can be fragile. Economic shocks, school disruption, conflict, public health emergencies, environmental stress, and rising household hardship can push families back toward harmful decisions. A decline in child marriage in one generation does not guarantee safety for the next unless the systems around young people remain strong. This is why statistics must be read not only as measurements of harm, but as warnings about vulnerability. When girls lose access to school, when families fall deeper into poverty, when legal systems are unreachable, when community pressure goes unchallenged, the risk rises.
A global view also helps correct harmful myths. Forced and child marriage are not caused by one religion, one culture, one nationality, or one type of family. They can appear wherever control, inequality, silence, and pressure are allowed to override consent. They are more visible in some places because of better data, higher rates, or stronger public discussion, but no society is immune to coercion within families or intimate relationships. Respectful prevention avoids stereotypes. It focuses on behaviours, risks, rights, and protections rather than blaming entire communities. Many of the strongest voices for change come from within affected communities, where people are working to protect children while preserving dignity, belonging, and cultural identity.
The scope of the problem is large, but it should not leave the reader hopeless. Statistics can show the scale of harm, but they can also show where change is possible. Every year a girl stays in school, every family that chooses consent over pressure, every community that rejects shame as a tool of control, every professional who responds safely, every law that closes a harmful loophole, and every survivor who receives support becomes part of a different set of facts. The numbers remind us that forced and child marriage are not private troubles scattered randomly across the world. They are patterns created by systems, and systems can be changed through courage, care, policy, education, economic support, and the steady insistence that every person deserves a future shaped by dignity and choice.






  
  Chapter three
Historical Context


Forced marriage and child marriage did not appear suddenly, nor can they be understood as simple remnants of one culture, one religion, one region, or one kind of family. They have existed in many societies across time, shaped by survival, property, kinship, gender roles, inheritance, labour, security, social reputation, and control over sexuality. To look at the historical context is not to excuse the harm. It is to understand how practices become normalised, how families can inherit expectations without questioning them, and how social systems can turn deeply personal choices into matters of duty, obedience, and collective pressure. History helps explain why these practices can feel so difficult to challenge, even when their consequences are painful and unjust. 
For much of human history, marriage was rarely treated as only a private bond between two individuals. It was often a family arrangement, a social contract, an economic exchange, a way to form alliances, protect property, settle disputes, secure labour, preserve status, or strengthen ties between groups. Love, companionship, and personal choice could exist within marriage, but they were not always considered the central reasons for marriage. In many historical settings, the family or community had greater authority over marriage decisions than the individuals being married. The younger or less powerful a person was, the less likely their wishes were to carry weight.
This pattern affected girls especially strongly because many societies placed girls and women under the authority of fathers, husbands, male relatives, or older family members. A daughter’s marriage could be seen as a decision belonging to the household rather than to the daughter herself. Her body, labour, fertility, and reputation were often treated as family concerns. The idea that a girl should have full personal authority over if, when, and whom she married is a relatively recent principle in many legal and social systems. Even where families cared deeply for their daughters, the surrounding rules often taught them to think in terms of protection, honour, obedience, and social expectation rather than consent and autonomy.
In earlier times, childhood itself was understood differently from the way many people understand it today. Children often worked from a young age, contributed to family survival, and were expected to take on adult responsibilities much earlier. In many communities, life expectancy was shorter, education was limited, and marriage could be linked to economic survival. This does not mean children were unharmed by early marriage, nor does it mean they were ready for adult burdens. It means that social systems often failed to recognise childhood as a protected stage of development requiring education, safety, rest, emotional growth, and freedom from adult sexual, reproductive, and domestic expectations.
Economic structures also played a major historical role. In communities where land, livestock, inheritance, family businesses, or household labour determined survival, marriage could be used to secure resources or strengthen family stability. A marriage might connect two families, combine property, settle debts, or provide labour within a household. In some settings, a daughter’s marriage reduced the financial burden on her family. In others, marriage brought payments, gifts, status, or protection. These arrangements could be framed as practical or even loving within difficult circumstances, yet they often placed the needs of the family system above the freedom of the person being married.
Control over sexuality has been another powerful historical force. Many communities developed strict expectations around chastity, reputation, and family honour, particularly for girls and women. Marriage was sometimes viewed as a way to control perceived risk, prevent relationships disapproved of by the family, avoid pregnancy outside marriage, or protect social standing. A girl’s behaviour could be treated as representing the dignity of an entire family. This placed a heavy burden on young people, especially girls, whose choices were watched, judged, and controlled. When honour becomes tied to obedience, marriage can shift from a personal commitment into a tool of discipline.
Conflict and insecurity have also shaped the history of child and forced marriage. During periods of war, displacement, famine, social unrest, or economic collapse, families have sometimes turned to early marriage as a survival strategy. Parents may have believed marriage would protect a daughter from violence, provide food, secure shelter, or reduce household pressure. Such decisions may have come from fear rather than cruelty, but fear can still create harm. A child placed into marriage for protection may instead lose education, safety, health, and personal freedom. Historical insecurity helps explain why the practice persists in times of crisis, but it does not remove the need to protect children from adult burdens.
The role of tradition is complex. Traditions can provide belonging, identity, memory, celebration, and moral guidance. They can help families feel connected across generations. But not every practice passed down through generations is safe or fair. Some traditions continue because they are rarely questioned. Others continue because people fear the cost of challenging them. A parent may worry that refusing an early marriage arrangement will bring shame, social exclusion, or fewer marriage prospects for other children. A young person may fear being rejected by relatives or labelled disobedient. Community pressure can make harmful customs feel compulsory, even when many people privately have doubts.
It is important to avoid the mistake of treating tradition as fixed. History shows that customs change constantly. Ideas about marriage, childhood, education, gender roles, and family honour have shifted across generations in many communities. Practices once viewed as normal can later be recognised as harmful. Change often begins quietly, through families making different choices, elders rethinking old expectations, young people staying in school, and communities deciding that dignity and safety matter more than fear of gossip. The fact that a practice has a long history does not mean it has an unchangeable future.
Legal history also reveals how slowly personal rights have been recognised. In many places, marriage laws once treated women and girls as dependants with limited authority. Minimum ages for marriage were often low, inconsistent, or filled with exceptions. Consent might have been understood as family agreement rather than individual choice. Informal unions could exist outside official records, leaving children with little protection. Over time, legal systems in many societies began to recognise marriage as a decision requiring the free and full consent of both people. They also began to recognise childhood as a period needing special protection. Yet legal change has not always reached daily life. A law written in formal language may not protect a young person if their family, community, school, and local authorities do not understand it or cannot enforce it safely.
The history of resistance is just as important as the history of harm. Forced and child marriage have never gone unchallenged. Across different societies and generations, people have questioned early marriage, defended girls’ education, supported those who resisted coercion, and argued that marriage should be based on readiness and consent. Often, these voices have come from within affected communities, from parents, teachers, health workers, elders, faith-informed leaders, survivors, youth advocates, and ordinary neighbours who saw the consequences and wanted something better. This matters because change is strongest when it is not framed as an attack on identity, but as a protection of dignity, safety, and human worth.
The expansion of education has been one of the most important historical shifts. As more children, especially girls, gained access to schooling, the idea of childhood began to widen. A girl in school is not only learning letters and numbers. She is also building confidence, friendships, knowledge of the wider world, and a sense of future possibility. Education has helped many families imagine daughters not only as future wives, but as learners, earners, leaders, decision-makers, and people with dreams of their own. This shift has not reached everyone equally, and schooling alone cannot erase coercion, but history shows that education can weaken the belief that early marriage is the only respectable path.
Changes in health knowledge have also influenced attitudes. As societies have learned more about adolescent development, pregnancy risks, mental health, trauma, and the long-term effects of lost education, early marriage has become harder to defend as harmless. A child may look physically mature before they are emotionally, socially, or legally ready for marriage. A young person may be able to perform household tasks while still being unprepared for marital expectations, pregnancy, financial dependence, or adult decision-making. Modern understanding of development has helped reframe child marriage as a protection issue rather than a family preference.
Migration and global connection have added further complexity. Families moving between places may carry marriage expectations from one setting into another, while younger generations may grow up with different ideas about education, dating, autonomy, and gender equality. This can create tension inside families. Some parents may fear losing cultural identity or community respect. Some young people may feel caught between love for family and desire for choice. Forced marriage can emerge in these spaces of fear and conflict, especially when marriage is used to control behaviour or preserve tradition. Sensitive prevention must recognise these tensions without stereotyping families or cultures. The goal is not to erase identity, but to protect consent.
Historical context also helps explain why silence has often surrounded forced and child marriage. Many survivors were taught that family matters should remain private, that obedience is honourable, or that speaking out would harm loved ones. Some feared punishment or disbelief. Others did not have words for what happened to them until years later. In communities where early marriage was common, a survivor might have been told that suffering was normal or expected. This silence can make the issue appear smaller than it is. It can also delay healing. Trauma-informed understanding recognises that speaking is not simple when family, safety, belonging, and survival are at stake.
Understanding history should make readers more compassionate, not more passive. It shows that forced and child marriage are not merely the result of individual cruelty, though individuals are responsible when they use pressure, threats, or violence. These practices are also supported by systems: unequal gender roles, poverty, weak laws, limited schooling, social stigma, fear of dishonour, and lack of safe support. When a harmful practice is woven into daily life, ending it requires more than telling one person to be brave. It requires changing the conditions that make coercion seem acceptable, necessary, or invisible.
The past can explain why forced and child marriage continue, but it does not excuse their continuation. A practice may be old and still be harmful. A family may feel pressure and still be responsible for not passing that pressure onto a child. A community may value tradition and still choose to protect consent. The strongest path forward is not built on blame or contempt. It is built on honesty. History shows how marriage became tied to property, honour, survival, gender control, and social order. A more just future asks that marriage be tied instead to dignity, free choice, safety, equality, and the full humanity of every person who enters it.






  
  Chapter four
The Root Causes of Forced and Child Marriage


Forced and child marriage rarely grow from one cause alone. They usually take root where several pressures meet: poverty, gender inequality, fear, social expectation, limited education, weak protection, family duty, and the belief that marriage can solve problems it often only hides. To understand these practices, it is not enough to say that a family “chooses” them or that a community “believes” in them. The reality is more layered. Some families act from control. Some act from fear. Some act from inherited expectations they have never been encouraged to question. Some face hardship so severe that every decision feels like a compromise between safety, survival, and reputation. None of this removes responsibility from those who pressure, threaten, or coerce another person into marriage, but it does help explain why the practice can continue across generations. 
At the heart of forced and child marriage is unequal power. Marriage becomes dangerous when one person’s future is treated as belonging to others. A child may be told that parents know best, that obedience is love, or that refusing a marriage would bring shame to the household. A young adult may be told that their personal wishes matter less than family honour, social standing, religious respectability, inheritance, immigration concerns, or the expectations of elders. When the person being married cannot safely say no, the decision is no longer a true choice. It becomes a transaction shaped by pressure.
Gender discrimination is one of the strongest root causes. In many settings, girls are valued
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