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Abstract: Indeed, the article aimed to explore the phenomenon of child marriage and how it constitutes a
human rights denial and travesty to justice to the girl child and, eventually, young women. This is because the
phenomenon denies them the opportunity to self-determine their future through accessing education.
Methodologically, the article used the traditional literature review narrative that tapped various data sources
from mainly Sub-Saharan African countries, as well as some Asian and Indian contexts. The article drew data
from various data engines such as EBSCOhost, the Web of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, and University
theses, books, and book chapters, as well as theses, to examine the human rights violations and grave injustices
faced by girl children who are married off at a tender age, before reaching adulthood The article revealed the
following thematic dynamics of child marriage: Religiously sanctioned child marriage; patriarchy as a
platform for child marriage; Social Norms and Poverty as an Aggravating Factor of Child Marriages; and
Child Marriage aggravates gender disparities. The article recommends enforcing national minimum age-of-
marriage policies and practices in selected Sub-Saharan countries; the need for governments to criminalize
child marriage and enact a free education policy. The article concludes by exhorting African governments to
enact and implement policies and programmes ensuring compulsory education for all in the country, with a
mandatory level at which all must reach while adults. The study contributes to the scholarship of widening the
horizon of research to leverage the rights of children, whether socially, politically, or culturally.

Keywords: Human rights denial; A travesty of justice; Adolescent sexual reproductive health; Intimate partner
violence; Gender-based violence; Children’s rights

Introduction

The importance of child marriage is academically relevant because it entrenches deep-rooted gender
inequities, inequalities, and breeds poverty, making the girl child suffer deeper socio-economic disparities and
entrenched gender inequalities (Chikono, 2024). Child marriage constitutes a human rights denial and travesty
of justice. when children/adolescents must get married while they are still minors and lose their opportunities
to exploit their potential through schooling (Opesemowo & Odumosu, 2023). This means that the countries,
where child marriages are commonplace, are a bottleneck towards the realisation of several Sustainable
Development Goals such as number 1 (eradication of poverty), number 2 (zero hunger), three (good health
and well-being), four (quality education), five (gender equality), and 10 (reduced inequalities) (Kidman et al.,
2024a, b). It is therefore important to examine the factors that contribute to the prevalence of child marriage
in some Sub-Saharan African countries, despite the long-term harm it causes to children and, ultimately, to
women. For comparative purposes, the researcher has highlighted the issue of child marriage in other non-
Sub-Saharan African contexts, particularly in Asia and India.
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The phenomenon of child marriage and human right issues

Child marriage is a culturally seated phenomenon and refers to any legal or customary union involving a boy
or girl below the age of 18 (Ahinkorah et al., 2023). According to Kidman et al. (2024a, b), child marriage
remains prevalent in many countries of the globe: 1 in 5 women aged 20—24 report marriage before 18, and
health risks include early pregnancy and exposure to intimate partner violence (Kidman, 2017). This is
considered both a human rights violation and a travesty of justice that continues to weigh down the
developmental gains of girl children and young women (Kurniawan et al., 2020). As a solution to this
undesirable phenomenon, both child marriage laws and access to education have been proposed as solutions.
Some scholars contend that child marriage constitutes a harmful cultural process that poses serious human
rights violations (Kang’ethe, 2023; Sewpaul et al., 2021). These scenarios are associated with
underdevelopment and poverty, as well as are a bottleneck to the achievement of a number of sustainable
development goals such as number 1 (eradication of poverty), number 2 (zero hunger), number three (good
health and wellbeing), number four (quality education) number five (gender equality), and number ten
(reduced inequalities (Kidman et al., 2024a,b).

Child marriage is both anti-developmental and a violation of human rights because it denies children
the opportunity to mature and exercise their right to self-determinationsuc h as pursuing education and
potentially securing a profitable career path (Kang’ethe, 2023; Sewpaul et al., 2021). The contention above is
reinforced by studies by Kidman et al. (2024a), who argued that girls who marry before 18 have little
opportunity to safeguard their lives through education, with ramifications for their economic potential and
independence. Another reason why child marriage constitutes a human rights denial is the fact that the married
girl is controlled and has no power or confidence to argue the case against any form of mistreatment and
suppression. She usually suffers immense oppression and subjugation. Her negotiation power for her
constitutionally guaranteed rights, such as adolescent sexual reproductive health rights (ASRH), is confounded
(Kang’ethe, 2023).

According to Kang’ethe (2023), even if child marriage is sanctioned by the payment of bride price or
lobola in most Southern African countries, the process raises cultural tensions as those who pay for the bride
price tend to undermine the girl’s dignity and self-determination and thereby promote malignant sexism
(Sewpaul et al., 2021). This may be one reason why some social work practitioners are challenging the custom
of paying bridewealth or lobola, arguing that it undermines women's rights. The contention of the above social
work practitioners is that it is one of the cultures that takes away the rights of women, as it persuades men to
emasculate women and girls’ rights. Moreover, some social work practitioners believe the practice should be
dropped as it commodifies women, with men who have paid brideprice (lobola in South African countries)
feeling entitled to treat women slavishly, oblivious of their constitutionally guaranteed rights (Sewpaul &
Larsen, 2014). Some social pragmatists argue that addressing child marriage may require community-based
interventions, such as Afrocentric approaches like Ubuntu dialogues, which aim to shift the mindsets of those
who support the practice (Mugumbate & Chereni, 2020).

Patriarchy is also on the spot as a significant factor in child marriage (Kang’ethe, 2023). This
researcher thinks that a patriarchal mindset is hegemonic in regions ridden with poverty and
underdevelopment, which offers an opportunity for child marriage. This explains why the practice is most
prevalent among sub-Saharan Africa's poorer and undeveloped societies (Kang’ethe, 2023). Moreover, since
in most contexts, the men who marry these girls are elderly, they exert a controlling behaviour on their
partners, leaving the married girls prone to acts of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse against them
(Nasrullah et al., 2014). Such controlling behaviours have serious adverse effects on the physical,
psychological, and reproductive health of these adolescents. These also impact their mental health conditions
(Delara, 2016).

Religious practices have been accused of sanctioning child marriages instead of paradoxically
discouraging them. In Zimbabwe, for example, the Johane Marange apostolic church is believed to treat young
girls slavishly, oblivious of their constitutionally guaranteed rights of existence (Chikono, 2024). The sect
paradoxically takes away the rights of children by sanctioning their marriage to elderly men. These girls
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become victims of birth complications, high infant and mortality rates, gender-based violence, and the spread
of sexually transmitted diseases (Chikono & Kang’ethe, 2025).

These actions represent not only a violation of human rights but also a grave miscarriage of justice, as
they undermine the principles of social justice, equality, and liberty whether examined from global, regional,
or national perspectives (Muchacha et al., 2016). While many countries have advocated for the weakening of
these cultural practices, this researcher argues that such efforts are driven by pragmatists who hegemonically
prioritize Eurocentric approaches, often neglecting Afrocentric perspectives that might garner greater
community support (Kang’ethe, 2023). This researcher thinks that perhaps most socially oriented African
interventions work poorly because they rely hegemonically on a Eurocentric approach and curriculum and
neglect the Afrocentric approaches. The call, therefore, for a balanced curriculum that uses both Eurocentric
and Afrocentric tools is timely and topical (Kang’ethe, 2023; Sewpaul et al., 2021). This article discusses the
human rights violations and the travesty of justice borne by girls who marry before adulthood (age 18).

From a global perspective, child marriage is widely recognized as a violation of human rights and a
grave injustice (Kidman et al., 2024a, b). This is because it takes away the girls’ constitutionally guaranteed
rights, such as those of health and self-determination. The practice also goes against the 1989 United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNHCR, 1989). Different literature perspectives point out that the
vice is associated with archaic practices in traditional and unmodernized societies where men wield hegemonic
powers of controlling women and children. It is driven by patriarchy, reflecting a blatant abuse of gender, and
stands as an epitome of gender inequality and injustice an expression of male chauvinist brutality, subjugation,
and systemic suppression of women. It is also sanctioned by certain religious groups that disregard children's
rights and modern values, such as education. The article aims to shed light on the factors that enable child
marriage, with the goal of discouraging this harmful tradition. It also calls on governments and child advocacy
organizations to implement stronger legal measures to criminalize the practice.

Methodology

While methodology addresses how a research article is undertaken, this paper used a traditional literature
review narrative tapping data from different research documents (Gentles et al., 2016), mostly journal articles
published in English, complemented with a few monographs, books, and book chapters, University
dissertations/theses, United Nations charters, and the Republic of South Africa's policy. To stick to the
dependent variable of child marriages, the researcher chose concepts such as child marriage and health
dynamics, child marriage and travesty of justice, child marriage and maternal fertility, child marriage and
poverty, child marriage and intimate partner violence, and child marriage and gender-based violence.

These concepts were searched from common databases that included EBCOHOST, the Web of
Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, and University theses. Although the researcher targeted journal articles
published from 2020 onwards, he was also forced to seek those published earlier with rich data on child
marriages. Data collection process saturated after 29 articles alongside 2 dissertations, 4 UN charters, 2 books,
4 book chapters,1 book review, and 1 government policy document. The mountains of data collected from
these data sources were analysed thematically and discussed to enhance further understanding of the subject
of the human rights travesty that child marriage imposes on young girls.

The Findings
From the thematic analysis of the literature reviewed, four key themes of the factor enabling child marriage
emerged.

Religiously Sanctioned Child Marriage

While religion is celebrated for inculcating moral and ethical values in societies, some religious practices
paradoxically sanction child marriages (Chikono & Kang’ethe, 2025; Chikono, 2024). For example, in the
Zimbabwean sect of John Marange, girl children as young as 14 years old are involuntarily given to marriage
to older men after a proclamation that the Holy Spirit has sanctioned the marriage. This has been considered
a gospel truth among the congregants that nobody can dispute (Dudzai et al., 2023). In Johane Marange's sect,
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literature attests to a preponderance of risky sexual practices meted out to the girl children, some of whom
may be at the nascent ages of adolescence (Chikono, 2024). This is also feared to be a critical factor in the
ever-increasing statistics of HIV infection rate among adolescent girls and young women aged 15 -25 years
in Zimbabwe (Gambir et al., 2024).

This researcher contends that the rights of these children are grossly violated. Their opportunity to
advance in their education is cut off. This means they have no opportunity to shape their destiny through
education, as education is believed to open the doors of opportunity in young people's lives. Quoting the words
of the late South African first black President, Nelson Mandela, in his book, Long Walk to Freedom, he has
advised that education is the most powerful weapon you can use to change the world (Stern, 2021). This is
because of its transformative capacity to leverage dire situations. Mandela used the word weapon
metaphorically to connote how education, if used adequately, can help bring about meaningful change,
whether socially, economically, or politically. From another perspective, though Mandela believed education
was a more potent weapon to paralyze apartheid as people would cogently understand their rights with ease,
this researcher believes that the phenomenon of societies marrying off girl children early in their childhood
years obscures their rights to education and self-determination (Abera et al., 2020). This also compromises
the fulfilment of Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to improve the quality of education for all
people, especially those in developing countries (Kidman et al., 2024a, b).

Despite the apparent traditional value of marriage, as it is considered a noble phenomenon in most
societies of the world, with Africa leading in the practice, apparently, the girls who are wedded in their
childhood years face a pernicious world, with their destiny in the hands of the elderly men who marry them.
It is a paradoxically unfair union as these elderly men may be in their sunset years, physically and emotionally
not able to support the union (Kang’ethe, 2018). Moreover, such harmful cultures may persist or even thrive
if governments fail to take decisive action to eliminate them. Apparently, in Zimbabwe, and driven by Johanne
Marange's apostolic sect, there appears to be no action from legal authorities when these marriages mess up
the lives of the girl children. Dudzai et al. (2023) conducted a study on religious sects, revealing that women's
and girls’ rights continue to be violated without culprits facing the wrath of the law. Ironically and
paradoxically, these marriages are sanctioned by religious authorities whom church members, often blindly
and unquestioningly, follow despite the illusory and contradictory nature of such guidance (Chikono &
Kang’ethe, 2025).

According to Siziba (2020), these marriage arrangements subject girls below the age of 18 years to a
state of physical, emotional, sexual, and spiritual abuse despite the country having adopted and instituted
legislation and policies to curb gender-based violence in all its forms (physical, emotional, and sexual
violence). This blatant abuse of their sacred human rights denies these children the right to express their self-
determination in life, such as choosing to continue their education, as well as the rights and opportunity to
soberly choose their life partners without any duress (Kang’ethe, 2023; Sewpaul et al., 2021).

Patriarchy as a Platform for Child Marriage
While one of the positive aspects of patriarchy is to maintain law and order in society, it is paradoxically
believed to offer a platform for abusing women and girl children in Sub-Saharan African countries (Kang’ethe,
2009, 2014). This is because patriarchal norms and values make men believe they should hegemonically
control women and children by demanding subservience from them. Literature reveals that in South Africa,
patriarchy plays out in suppressing women and the girl child through domestic violence (Mokwena et al.,
2024). This constitutes a travesty of justice and paradoxically happens despite the rights of women being
enshrined in South Africa’s Constitution and the Bill of Rights (Republic of South Africa, 1996).
Unequivocally, in many countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, patriarchal norms subjugate and suppress
women through men’s expression of masculinity and hegemonic powers to control women and children
(Malesa, 2023). In societies where patriarchy is a huge norm, women do not have a say in the welfare of their
children, as well as in the decision-making of their reproductive and sexual health (Gupta et al., 2023). Since
many Southern African patriarchal-leaning societies believe in bride price, or lobola, during marriages, cases
of men forcibly marrying off their daughters are not uncommon. Such actions are often driven by the pursuit
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of pecuniary advantages (Sewpaul et al., 2023). This perfidious cultural exploitation allows for the
commercialization of marriage to take away the rights of younger adolescents, who should be allowed to
practice self-determination through advancing in education (Sewpaul et al., 2021; Kang’ethe, 2023). It is such
cultures that Sewpaul et al. (2021) advocate for their discard and abandonment. The same contention is
reinforced by Kang’ethe (2023), who, in his review of the book, “The Tensions Between Culture and Human
Rights: Emancipatory Social Work and Afrocentricty in a Global World,” calls for such cultures to be
discarded among African countries to allow the girl children their freedom to self-determination. The girl
children, therefore, need to be protected against the archaic practices of involuntary weddings to parties they
do not choose or have an interest in. This is a gross travesty of social justice (Santhya & Jejeebhoy, 2015).

Social Norms and Poverty as an Aggravating Factor of Child Marriages

According to studies done by UNICEF (2021) among 20-24-year-old women in least-developed countries,
12% were married before the age of 15, and 38% before the age of 18, with the prevalence of child marriage
assuming higher proportions in West and Central Africa, Niger, and Malawi (UNICEF, 2021). However,
South Asia has the highest number of unmarried girls. Literature attests that in many countries, stronger social
norms and poverty remain the salient drivers of child marriage (Kidman et al., 2024a, b). Studies in India,
Bangladesh, and Ghana have demonstrated that child marriage is associated with poverty (Kidman et al.,
2024a, b), with the poorest girls manifesting a higher propensity to child marriage. It also needs to be borne
that the practicing communities view child marriage as an economic strategy to reduce the financial burden
on families of caring for or educating the girl children. Moreover, it also needs to be processed that girl children
may not be forced to marry, but some opt for it when their parents are poor and unable to pay school fees for
them (Bajracharya & Amin, 2012).

In some cultures, child marriage is considered a natural part of growing up and a milestone that
transitions a girl into womanhood, regardless of her actual age. For example, among the Yao people of Malawi,
immediately a girl reaches puberty, she is expected to be married off (Melnikas et al., 2021). This then means
that her pursuit of education must be terminated forthwith. The girl loses her opportunity to mend her future
through education. Further, in some African cultures, girls are seen as economic burdens or second-class
citizens compared to boys. Marrying them off early is often seen as a ploy to "protect” their chastity and
uphold family honour. This resorts to a painful commercialisation of marriage at the expense of the girl
children (Nhampoca & Maritz, 2024). This is indeed an archaic culture that needs to be obliterated if the girl
child is to enjoy the constitutionally guaranteed rights that many countries have put in place (Kang’ethe, 2014).
Such societies need to undergo a paradigm shift in both their thinking and mindset if the girl child is going to
enjoy the gender equality that the Sustainable Development Goals aspire to reach (Casey, Kim & Reid, 2024).

Child Marriage Aggravates Gender Disparities

According to Fan and Koski (2022), child marriage, besides being a violation of human rights, is also a marker
of gender inequality. This means it prevents countries from achieving Sustainable Development Goal 5, which
aims for countries to address states of gender inequality and inequity (Long et al., 2023; United Nations, 2018)
by 2030. Axiomatically, this state of gender inequality and inequity contributed by child marriage has dire
economic consequences for women'’s future and feminization of poverty (Chikono & Kang’ethe, 2025). This
is why the United Nations called for an end to the practice by 2030 (United Nations, 2018; Fan & Koski,
2022). Moreover, child marriages are less gender equitable. Studies by Wodon and Yedan (2017) reflected
that women who married as children earn 9% less in adulthood. While this explains the likelihood of these
girls living a financially difficult life, it mirrors other studies by Chikono and Kang’ethe (2025) that point to
the increased feminization of poverty by these girls.

Studies by Kidman et al. (2017) reflect that African women who marry before 18 more often
experience intimate partner violence throughout their married lives, with some violence likely to cause
fatalities. Moreover, one of the spinoffs of child marriage is its impact on girls’ health, whether physical,
social, or mental (Fan & Koski, 2022; Efevbera & Bhabha, 2019). Many children who face early marriage
suffer from maternal health care and intimate partner violence. This is gender-based violence that endangers



e-Bangi: Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities 6

the girl’s life and existence (Kang’ethe, 2014). Studies from low- and middle-income countries of Africa and
Asia show that women who marry before 18 are more likely to have early pregnancies and less likely to have
a skilled healthcare provider at the time of delivery. This pernicious quandary will likely jeopardize their
health and the child's (Kidman et al., 2024 a, b; Fan & Koski, 2022). Moreover, children born to mothers under
age 18 are 60 % more likely to die before they reach their first birthday (UNICEF, 2018).

Discussion

Child marriage in many sub-Saharan African countries, though declining gradually, remains a developmental
gap that has to be settled if countries are to achieve the most desirable sustainable goals related to child
empowerment, such as number 1 (eradication of poverty), number 2 (zero hunger), three (good health and
well-being), four (quality education), five (gender equality), and 10 (reduced inequalities) (Kidman et al.,
2024a, b). This means that governments must go back to the drawing back and work to annihilate factors that
drive child marriages. Although societies see their development through cultural lenses, as cultures are the
mirrors of the society (Kang’ethe, 2009), malignant cultures such as child marriages need to be addressed if
girls and boys are to grow at the same pace. The reduction of child marriage holds promise for addressing the
persistent gender inequities and inequalities that have long defined many Sub-Saharan African countries.
While this is not an easy task because of the possible potential conflict between children’s rights and cultural
rights, governments need to strengthen their law reform agenda that will make societies realise the dangers of
child marriages and their developmental implications. Indeed, child marriage presents a critical barrier to girls’
schooling and gender equality in education (McCleary-Sills et al., 2015).

These countries where child marriages are rampant need to re-examine patriarchy and consider its
pernicious impacts on the empowerment of girl children and women in general. This is because child marriage
is believed to be driven by patriarchal norms and traditions that hegemonically bestow power to men at the
expense of women and the girl child (source). It is these patriarchal nuances that condone child marriage
without considering the rights of the girl child to choose a partner of her own. Her rights are emasculated
(Sewpaul et al., 2023; Kang’ethe, 2023). In fact, patriarchy has been the driver of gender inequities and
inequalities in many countries in Africa. In fact, patriarchy subjugates the rights of women and girl children.
This is because it embraces customary law that upholds male dominance in inheritance, land ownership, and
decision-making. It is a major epitome of child marriage. Under patriarchal norms, tasks, thinking, and
attitudes of all the society are reinforced, with women being given the role of caregivers and homemakers
(Sikweyiya et al., 2020). The role of religious practices also needs to be re-examined as they are profound
drivers of child marriage. This is because religion plays a pivotal role in directing its membership on what
needs to be done or believed, with members getting trapped in believing the whims and illusions of their
leaders. In a country like Zimbabwe, the Johanne Marange sect is in the spotlight for condoning child marriage
(Chikono, 2024). These children are usually wedded off to elderly men whose biological, social, and
physiological strength may fail to resonate with the girl’s potential and well-being. This is considered a human
rights denial and a travesty of justice

Recommendations to Address Child Marriage

Governments from countries with a higher prevalence of child marriages are encouraged to enact and enforce
the policy of a minimum age of marriage. It is undeniable that the public health burden associated with child
marriage is indisputable, especially in Africa and South Asia, where child marriages are widely prevalent
(Kidman et al., 2024b). Although efforts to address child marriages are not uncommon in many countries,
their effectiveness is in doubt. Governments must initiate, enact, and reinforce minimum-age-of-marriage
policies and practices that guarantee access to education, which may also be needed to create a viable
alternative to marriage (Kidman et al., 2017).

This researcher recommends that governments all over the world enact policies that criminalise the
marriage of girls below the age of 18 years (Melnikas et al., 2021). This means that those elderly men who
wed the younger girls and their accomplices who may have arranged the marriage should face the law. For
this criminalisation to be effective, this implies that the practice needs to be supported by other policies, such
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as the policy enforcing children to be at school up to a certain level, for example, form five or six (grade 13-
14), where most children will be above 18. (Melnikas et al., 2021)

Unequivocally, this researcher thinks that the prevalence of child marriage is a recipe for a lack of
education in countries ravaged by the quagmire of child marriage (Yaya et al., 2019). Policies that guarantee
access to education may also be needed to create a viable alternative to marriage. It would also be important
that this policy guarantees tuition-free education (Klein, 2024) This researcher believes that if countries could
have a policy for all children to go to school and mandatorily reach a certain level where all will be adults
(grade 13-14) upon reaching that mandatory level, opportunities for child marriage would diminish or get
annihilated. However, since education places a heavy financial burden on many countries, especially in Africa
and Asia, NGOs and other child-friendly philanthropic bodies are implored to collaborate in funding
education.

Conclusion

Child marriage in Sub-Saharan Africa is a pernicious phenomenon that constitutes a violation of human rights
and a travesty of justice to the girl child and, by extension, the younger women. It robs millions of girls of
their childhood, education, health, and future. In Sub-Saharan Africa, factors such as patriarchy, religious
sanctions, social norms, and poverty remain salient drivers. Indeed, child marriage perpetuates a culture of
poverty, gender inequality, and poor health outcomes, weakening entire communities and countries.
Perfidiously, child marriage manifests several health outcomes, such as maternal health, the death of infants,
and the prevalence of gender-based violence. This researcher thinks that enacting and implementing policies
and programmes, mainly to ensure compulsory education for all in the country, with a mandatory level at
which all must reach, will optimistically help to eliminate child marriage. It is important that countries enact
a policy for free education. This is because education in many countries in Africa is not free, and poor
communities fail to go beyond grade 7. Moreover, criminalizing the practice and imposing heavy penalties on
those who break the law can optimistically reduce child marriage. However, efforts to end the practice are
crucial and require a coordinated pragmatism and advocacy by governments, NGOs, civil society, and
individuals themselves. The political will of the country is salient if the war against child marriage is to be
won.
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