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Tahirih Justice Center

IMMIGRATION LAW
We represent immigrant women 
and girls who we believe have a 
legitimate claim to legal status 
under US immigration law as 

survivors of gender-based violence.

FAMILY LAW
We ensure our clientsõ legal needs 

are met in family courts, 
safeguarding children against 

abuse and helping women 

divorce their abusers.

CIVIL LAW
We engage in appellate advocacy
and impact litigation, and support 

clients recover damages from 
harms they have suffered, 

such as trafficking

FORCED MARRIAGE 
PROTECTION

We provide confidential support 
and assistance to individuals in the 
US who are facing forced marriages 

in this country or abroad.

SOCIAL 
SERVICES

We connect our clients to shelter, 
employment-related training, food 

pantries, and other services so they 
can gain greater control over their lives.

MEDICAL 
SERVICES

We help our clients obtain medical 
and mental health services, a vital 
step in the road to recovery from 

physical and psychological trauma.

We offer a range of legal and social services to ensure that our 
clients can escape violence and rebuild their lives in safety.



FORCED MARRIAGE



Defining òForced Marriageó

A forced marriage is where one or both people 
do not (or cannot) consent to the marriage, 
and typically involves elements of force, fraud, 
or coercion.

It is not arranged marriage, in which families 
may take the lead, but the ultimate choice to 
marry remains with the individual. 

CONSENT



Arranged Marriage Ą Forced Marriage

Graphic A: Forced Marriage Continuum
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Does forced marriage really 
happen in the United States?

THE SURVEY:
ÅOver 500 respondents in 47 states participated

ÅIdentified as many as 3000 cases of forced marriage in the prior two years

ÅClose to half (41%) of all respondents had encountered at least one case

2011 national survey showed that Forced Marriage is a serious and 
underreported problem in the United States.



ÅVictimsõ families came from at least 56 countries or origin

ÅAll major religious backgrounds, as well as no religion

ÅMajority of victims are female, but some are male 

ÅAll ages, with many victims under age 18

2011 national survey found:

Who is impacted?



Why are we talking about this?

OTHER TYPES OF HARM:

Forced marriage is a form of violence against women in its own right. When a woman feels 
she has no real choice when it comes to marriage, she loses a great deal of power and 
control over her own life. 

More often than not, however, forced marriage is just one part of a spectrum of other harms 
that a woman who is forced to marry may face in her lifetime.

ÅChild Abuse

ÅRape and Sexual 

Assault

ÅHuman Trafficking

ÅDomestic and Family 

Violence

ÅStalking

ÅFemale Genital 

Mutilation/Cutting



What does a òtypicaló case look like?

Sonia is 18 years old and a US citizen. Her parents exercise a great deal 
of control over her and her siblings lives, forbidding dating and requiring 
she come straight home when school lets out. Sonia also has a part time 
job at a local store, but she has to give her parents her work schedule 
every week, and make sure she is home within a half hour of her shift 
ending. Her parents also monitor her and her siblingsõ computer and cell 
phone use very closely. 



Sonia continuedé

Soniaõs parents have always told her that they would 
arrange her marriage, and recently they informed her that 
they òfound a good matchó and want to travel to their 
home country over winter break for the wedding. Sonia 
has told her parents she is not ready to get married, but 
her family insists that the marriage must go forward now. 
Her parents have told her that if she does not marry the 
man of their choosing she will bring shame to the family 
and that her refusal to get married is òkilling themó and 
ruining her younger sistersõ marriage prospects. 



Sonia continuedé

Soniaõs parents rarely use physical violence against her, 
but her father did hit her during their most recent 
argument about the marriage. In the past she has also 
witnessed an older sister being beaten by their parents 
after she fled from her abusive husband and tried to 
return to the family home. Her sister was also resistant 
to the marriage their parents had arranged for her but 
ended up giving in to family pressure. Sonia does not 
want to end up in the same situation but does not know 
how to safely resist the pressure to get married.



Sonia continuedé

Soniaõs parents have bought plane tickets for 
June, stating that the whole family will be going 
abroad to visit their relatives, particularly a sick 
grandmother. Sonia is suspicious that a 
wedding may be waiting for her overseas, but 
knows that if she refuses to go or tries to leave 
it could lead to escalating abuse and potentially 
violence in the home. 



Forced marriage often intersects 
with other forms of  abuse

FORCED MARRIAGE CAN LURK BEHIND THE ISSUES THAT FIRST PRESENT THEMSELVES: 

òéadvocates speak to many women who are facing domestic violence, abuse and/or sexual 
assault in their marriage. Only later in these conversations does it emerge that the conditions 
upon which they may have been married were under duress, pressure and ultimately against 
their willó (Roy, 2011). 

It is critical to recognize and to connect the dots between the mechanisms of power, control, 
and coercion that may precede a forced marriage, and the forms of abuse that can follow it.

With this increased understanding of historic and related trauma, it is more possible to 
effectively identify opportunities for safety and healing.



CHILD ABUSE:
A substantial number of forced marriage 
victims are minors. A child or teenager 
being forced into marriage by her family 
may be subjected to multiple coercive 
tactics that, taken together, amount to 
child abuse. In the case of a minor, the 
harms that follow a forced marriage also 
amount to child abuse.

RAPE AND SEXUAL ASSAULT:
It follows that non-consensual sexual 
conduct and behavior may follow a non-
consensual marriage. Advocates and 
researchers have also found that sexual 
assault and rape can be not only a 
consequence - but also a cause - of forced 
marriage.

The intersection of  forced marriage with 
other forms of  abuse in the United States



DOMESTIC AND FAMILY VIOLENCE:
The forms of abuse, coercion, intimidation, 
pressure, and fraud that are employed 
against victims of forced marriage are often 
indistinguishable from the forms of abuse 
and control utilized by perpetrators in 
domestic and family violence contexts. Such 
tactics are employed to force an individual 
into an unwanted marriage, and to prevent 
them from being able to leave the marriage 
after it occurs.

STALKING:
Family members often use stalking 
behaviors to create a severe sense of 
isolation and hopelessness. Stalking often 
continues following the marriage in order to 
restrict the survivorõs independent mobility 
and privacy, again with the intent of limiting 
her ability seek help.

The intersectionality of  forced marriage 
with other forms of  abuse in the United 
States



HUMAN TRAFFICKING:
Even though forced sex within a forced marriage 
is not a òcommercial sex actó as defined by 
federal trafficking laws, arguably òhuman 
traffickingó can describe some forced marriage 
cases. 

Some forced marriages may also have elements 
of human trafficking if the driving motivation for 
the family is financial, to settle a debt or obtain a 
bride price.

Elements of forced labor may also be present, 
particularly in cases of servile marriage.

FEMALE GENITAL 
MUTILATION/CUTTING:
FGM/C can be a precursor to marriage or a 
warning sign that a forced marriage may take 
place.

It can be a factor in family and community 
decision making about acceptable marriage 
partners ðmarriage may trigger risk of FGM/C.

The survivor may face ongoing pressure and 
abuse around FGM/C throughout the course of 
marriage and childbirth.

The intersection of  forced marriage with 
other forms of  abuse in the United States



Why do 
forced 
marriages 
happen?



Victims 
face a 
broad 
range of  
coercive 
tactics

Very Common

ÅEmotional blackmail

ÅIsolation and control

ÅSocial ostracism

ÅEconomic threats

ÅThreats of violence

Less Common but Not Rare

ÅImmigration-related threats

ÅPhysical violence

ÅDeception

ÅDeath threats

ÅStalking

ÅKidnapping/forcing abroad

ÅHolding captive

Copy write Sanctuary For Families
https://www.sanctuaryforfamilies.org



Hesitant about seeking help/taking 
action

Depression, anxiety, decision 
òparalysisó

Lack of independence

Fear of consequences to self or family

Lack of knowledge about U.S. laws or 
resources that could offer protection

Threat is from many sources

Urgency! Facing imminent threat 
abroad

òReluctant sponsoró scenarios

Complications when cases involve 
minors

U.S. Case Dynamics



What do these cases òlook likeó?





Cases can also involve 
international components 

and risksé




