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Forced marriages may seem to those in the United States like a remote problem that largely takes 
place in other parts of the world. When one reads new stories of child brides and scant civil or 
human rights regarding marriage, even in the modern era, most people envision a place that is 
very far away and culturally different.[1] However, growing amounts of research indicate that, 
among certain groups in the United States, marriages with an unwilling participant, are much 
more pervasive than anyone would suspect. In these situations, it is most commonly the female 
spouse who has been forced into marrying a man against her will and not of her choosing. The 
methods used to achieve the marriage vary in degrees of coercion, shame and, sometimes, 
violence or threats of violence, and few people are able to escape the situation later. 

A distinction should be drawn between forced marriages and an arranged marriage. In an 
arranged marriage, either party has the ability to refuse the other, whereas in a forced marriage, 
one party must marry without their consent.[2] However, the lines between these two types of 
matrimony can easily become blurry due to familial, cultural and religious pressure to follow 
through with an arranged marriage. What may appear to one party to have the ability to withhold 
consent, familial pressure and manipulation of resources on behalf of the victim is a common 
practice that clouds whether a marriage was truly consensual or not.[3] Further, because of these 
same pressures, many victims of forced marriage are reluctant to report their status, making the 
true numbers of forced marriages very hard to accurately assess and to assist on a systematic 
basis. 

Forced marriages occur frequently with victims both under and over 18 years of age. Though it is 
not the same as human trafficking, it is akin to it in many ways as victims are often transported 
for the purpose of these marriages and they are often held against his or her will until the 
marriage is completed. A common scenario is an American citizen, for example, returns to his or 
her family’s country of origin, often under the pretext of visiting, and then is not allowed to 
return until he or she agrees to marry someone whom his or her family has selected in that 
country. Sometimes, this involves months or even years of virtual captivity before the victim 
either submits or finds a way of escaping his or her situation. 

However, it should not be overlooked that there are people in the United States of all different 
cultures who are forced into marriages and find it difficult, if not impossible, to escape their 
circumstances. People of every religion and ethnic background may be subject to forced 
marriage even in the United States despite the public perception that only certain religion or 
immigrant groups have such practices.[4] 

The ability of law enforcement and social services to accurately assess and respond to these 
situations is limited but growing because of increased awareness, reporting and training. There is 
an ongoing dispute in many jurisdictions worldwide about whether criminalizing forced 
marriages will alleviate or exacerbate the problem, because of general reluctance to report the 
problem to authorities or government welfare agencies in the first place and particularly if the 
victim knows that close family members might suffer criminal penalties for their actions. Though 



all nations have laws and sanctions for kidnapping and human-trafficking-related offenses, it is 
unclear whether these penalties will be sufficient to protect victims of forced marriages. It is also 
unclear whether specific criminalization of forced marriage itself will help or hurt when it comes 
to curtailing the practice, as many victims do not want to see their close family members 
prosecuted. 

An additional wrinkle that causes difficulties in these types of cases is jurisdiction. Often, the 
acts that may constitute a criminal offense do not occur in the country where the victim or even 
the perpetrators hold citizenship, hampering the ability of the country where the victim resides to 
effectively address the situation on the basis of criminal statute. Countries other than the United 
States, like the UK and several EU countries, have attempted to design criminal sanctions 
specifically to combat the issue of forced marriages.[5] Other countries choose to use only civil 
penalties as a means of effecting change. The UK has had a civil act since 2007 that allows for 
remedies on a civil basis for a victim of a forced marriage. After extensive debate, in March 
2014, the UK adopted a criminal statute that made forced marriage a criminal offense. The acts 
give the UK and their courts authority to extend their jurisdiction to events that took place 
outside of the UK itself as it is frequently the case that a British citizen returns to his or her 
country of origin, or the family’s country of origin and is forced into a marriage there.[6] 

Currently in the United States, there are only nine jurisdictions that have criminal laws that 
specifically address forced marriages, and Tennessee is not one of them.[7] Interestingly, only 
three of these jurisdictions have enacted their statutes since 1970 and only one has enacted a law 
since 2000.[8] Consequently, these statutes have not been enacted in an effort to confront recent 
problems with forced marriages, nor do they appear to be tailored to modern times.[9] That being 
said, while the United States has not chosen to take as proactive a stand on this issue as other 
countries have, nonetheless, there is a growing awareness of the issue in the U.S. among law 
enforcement and other community organizations. This issue takes a much greater degree of 
awareness and sensitivity in order to detect, so increased law enforcement training is necessary 
particularly in areas where the problem is most pervasive. 

The Tahirih Justice Center is an organization that tracks, among other things like sexual violence 
and human trafficking, incidents of reported forced marriages in the United States. The Tahirih 
Center further acts as a resource center for individuals dealing with these issues. In a 2011 
survey that the Center conducted on a nationwide basis of only immigrant communities, they 
documented as many as 3,000 cases of forced marriage or suspected forced marriage during the 
two-year period of the survey.[10] Further, the survey stated that these results came from more 
than 50 different immigrant groups and across multiple religious faiths.[11] Obviously, as this 
survey had a more narrow focus, it cannot be considered a comprehensive study of all of the 
incidents of forced marriage throughout all segments of the U.S. population, but even these 
results should demonstrate the growing problem that this issue presents within the United States 
and not just abroad. 

The problem of forced marriage is one that hits closer to home than many readers might suspect, 
but governments both in the U.S. and abroad are aware of the problem and are taking steps to 
address it. With the continued support of government and social services, more victims will be 
able to come forward and, in time, this practice may be drastically reduced. 
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