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Abstract: Despite the alarming trend of increased marriage age in many societies, early
marriage is still a serious issue in Bangladesh. The significant numbers of women being
married before the age of 18. The study determines young women'’s experience and perception
of early marriage. Young married women’s perception and experiences were measured using
a series of the statement. According to the results, the majority of the participants supported
arranged marriage. The results also revealed that early marriage impact on decision making,
education, unfulfilled dream, unwanted pregnancies, and marital satisfaction. Given that early
marriage is a negative impact, a multidimensional approach is necessary to support and
empower disadvantaged women.
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Introduction

The term ‘early marriage’ refers to both formal marriages and informal unions in which a girl
is married before the age of 18 (UNICEF, 2005). Early marriage is extremely prevalent in some
regions of the world, particularly in developing countries such as India, Bangladesh, Pakistan,
Africa and South East Asia. Considering the frequency of early marriages, Bangladesh ranks
the fourth highest globally (ICRW, 2012). Adolescent girls in Bangladesh are married soon
after reaching puberty and a large number of these young brides are concentrated in the Western
and Southern parts of Bangladesh. Although early marriage is not legally prohibited in
Bangladesh, they still occur in both the urban and rural areas (Nahid, 2013). According to the
Child Marriage Restraint Act 1929, the minimum legal age for marriage is 18 years for females
in Bangladesh. However, these laws have little impact on the frequency of early marriages in
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Bangladesh. In most cases, marriages take place between younger couples and with parental
consent. Early marriage is a worldwide problem associated with a range of health and social
consequences for teenage girls.

In Bangladesh, early marriage is rooted in social-cultural practices and religious beliefs in
many communities, most families prepared girls for marriage first (Sultana, 2010). According
to religious rules, boys and girls should marry as soon as possible. It is most common among
the poor who have fewer resources and opportunities to invest in alternative options for girls
(Jennifer et al, 2015). Early marriage is affected by the family’s monthly income and religion
(Sarker & Mustafizur, 2012). It has been noted that economically disadvantaged families
tended to marry earlier as compared with those from advanced families (Synder et al. 2004).
It is crucial to challenge socioeconomic, religious and cultural practices or norms associated
with early marriages. There is a greater challenge to traditional beliefs on early marriage in
Bangladesh (Sultana & Salam, 2017).

However, early marriage tends to have several negative impacts on women. A number 0s
studies (Field and Ambrus, 2008; Nguyen and Wodon, 2015) showed that when a girl marries
early, the more likely it is that she will have a low level of schooling. According to Jennifer
et al, (2015) early marriage can affect girl’s physical and mental well-being in a number of
ways. A number of studies supported that girls who are married young age experience higher
rates of malnutrition, isolation, and depression and higher maternal mortality and morbidity
than girls who marry after age 18 (Le Strat, Dubertret & Nour, 2009). Some studies show
negative impacts on women maternal health such as women depression and domestic violence
(Sultana and Salam, 2018). Early marriage denies young girls their childhood, their education
and, in turn, their futures (UNFPA 2012). The present study attempts to determine young
women’s experience and perception of early marriage. The importance of this study lies in the
fact that instead of relying on quantitative study only, a qualitative method and in-depth
interviews were used to uncover the inner experience of teenage women.

Material and Methods

One-shot cross-sectional survey research design was employed in this paper. The paper is
based on both qualitative and quantitative data collections. The qualitative information was
collected through in-depth interview while the quantitative information was collected using
questionnaire.  Quantitative data was analysed percentage, frequency, mean and Standard
Deviation while a conventional content analysis approach was used in this qualitative study.
The participants comprised of teenage married women who were selected purposefully in
Dinajpur, a small city in northern Bangladesh. There are five slum areas in Dinajpur namely;
Balubari, Paharpur, Munshipara, kumarpara and Koshba have been chosen as study areas. Data
was collected from November 2017 to January 2018. Thirty young married women participated
in semi-structured, and 10 women in-depth, individual face to face interviews. The average
length of each interview was 40 minutes. Interviews lasted until data saturation.

Results and Discussion

This study highlights the perception of young women about marriage in the Bangladeshi
setting. During the data analysis, three are eight categories were extracted consist of included
“acceptance of arranged marriage”, “decision-making power” “lack of independence”
“unfulfilled dreams” “burden of marital life” “unwanted pregnancy” and “forced to leave
school”. The results are presented in Table 1.

175



Acceptance of Arranged Marriage

Exploration of attitudes towards arranged marriages was examined from the perspective of
young women living in urban community. The results indicated that Bangladeshi women are
perceived to be resistant to cultural change. Most Bangladeshi women are supporting arranged
marriage. They tended to have high self-expression on marriage arrangement. Bangladesh has
changed a lot last few decades, women remain traditional values and norms in marriage. This
may be the fact that the more rigid sex-role stereotypes, and the patriarchal, non-egalitarian
expectations directed towards women may explain the reason why most women in our study
felt satisfied with the decision of their parents (Muazzam et al, 2014).

Decision-Making Power

Because of their early marriage, low education level, no economic contribution to family, most
of participants felt that they had a little role in decision-making. The results revealed that 69.7%
of respondents stated that they tended to have “No” decision-making power. During the in-
depth interview, a 15 years participant who stated “I have no control at home. I need to seek
permission if | visit the friends and relatives. My husband never seeks my opinion in any
matters...” In response to the question regarding decision making, most of participants shared
insufficient decision-making power. This finding lends support by another study conducted by
Sultana (2011). The author suggests that education, occupation and income have significant
effect in explaining the variance in household decision-making power. Educated and employed
women tend to have more decision-making power than those who have less education. The
author concluded that women education, income, occupation and have a significant effect on
household decision-making. A recent study was conducted by Afrouz et al, (2018) on
perceptions of teenage women about marriage in adolescence in an Iranian setting. The authors
stated that due to young age respondents had a negligible role in decision-making, were forced
to leave school, and were totally dependent on their husband or parents, financially. In another
study, Zahangir (2011) argued that teenage women have a limited access to financial resources
and less power, as compared with adult women, to participate in decisions about their lives.

Lack of Independence

Because of their early marriage, most of the participants felt a lack of independence (66.7%).
They did not have any power or role in making major decisions. Since they do not have any
employment and income, they need depends on husband and other family members. Hence,
they will have no hope of having an income and a better financial and social status in the future.
Previous research points to a variety of social, family, health, and financial outcomes that are
strongly correlated with early teen marriage and low education. The negative outcomes
associated with early marriage have potential effect on dropping out of high school. Dropping
out of high school constitutes of lower level of education and employment opportunity.
Without sufficient income these women may need to depend on husband and feel lack of
independence.

School Drop Out
Following to the early marriage, most of women tended to drop out of school which affects
their ability to access the benefits of education. A 19 years participant who stated “ “I was 14
years old. That time | was in secondary school. | told my parents that I am not ready to be
married. | want to continue my study. They assured me that after marriage | can continue my
study but it was not true. My in-laws refused to continue my study”. Early marriage is among
the reasons for dropping out of schools in Bangladesh.
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Unfulfilled Dreams

Regarding unfulfilled dreams although 57.6% respondents answered “No”, a number of
respondents expressed disappointment. The participants expressed that they were disappointed
and found their dreams had unfulfilled. Some of them could not even continue their education
as their husband or his family did not allow them. A 15-year participant who stated “... I wanted
to be educated and | wished to have jobs and own income but due to early marriage | could not
continue my study...” It has been observed that these women were deprived of education and
had no hope of a decent job or a better future. During the depth interview, most of the
participants reported that they lost their childhood. These women mostly dissatisfied with the
heavy burden of life. The majority of participants stated that due to early marriage they could
not continue their studies and therefore there is no hope for finding a good job and better life.
In a study, Zahangir (2011) argued that early marriage is a sudden stop to one’s childhood, and
limit the choices about the future. Afrouz, et al, (2018) argued that the opportunities to play,
dream, and acquire knowledge or skills are replaced by responsibilities as a mother, a spouse,
and a daughter-in-law.

Marital Satisfaction
More than half of the participants (51.5%) expressed dissatisfaction about their marital
relationship. They claimed that they did not have any clear image about marital life. They
were forced to accept the responsibilities. During the depth interview one 18-year-old woman,
explained her three marital life as follows, “Marital life is very hard; managing in law, cooking,
taking care of the baby, nothing interesting. Sometimes it is intolerable.

Table 1: Experiences of Teenage Women in Their Marital Relationship

No Items Yes No Neutral Mean Std.
N % N % N % Deviation
1 Acceptance of arranged 26 78.8 6 182 1 3.0 476 16.92
marriage

2 Decision-making power 10 30.3 23 697 0 00 1021 28.52
3 Lack of independence 22 66.7 11 333 0 0.0 1024 2851
4 Unfulfilled dreams 13 394 19 576 1 30 455 16.96
5 Marital Satisfaction 17 515 15 455 1 3.0 448 16.97
6 Unwanted pregnancy 20 60.6 12 364 1 3.0 458 16.96
7 School drop out 17 515 15 455 1 3.0 448 16.97

Unwanted Pregnancy
Unwanted pregnancy is common among young married women. One respondent, Rehena, was
pregnant within a year of marriage. She was taking the pill on the advice of her friend, but it
made her feel sick. She reported that she could not consider other alternatives, because her
husband and other family members she did not allow her. The experiences of individual girls
interviewed in the qualitative interviews suggest that it is common for girls to become pregnant
without their wills.

Conclusion

In this paper, we explored young women’s experience and perception of early marriage.
According to the results, most of participants supported arranged marriage. The results also
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revealed that early marriage impact on decision making, education, unfulfilled dream,
unwanted pregnancies and marital satisfaction. Given that early marriage is a negative impact,
multidimensional approach is necessary to support and empower these disadvantaged women.
There is a greater challenge to traditional beliefs on early marriage in Bangladesh. Parents,
community members, and women need to be aware about the negative consequences of early
marriage. Expanding training and campaign on the negative impact of early marriage on
women are necessary.
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