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GS I Role of Women and Women’s Organization, Population and Associated Issues, Poverty 

and Developmental issues, Urbanization, their problems and their remedies. 

1. Child Marriage in India 

Since child marriage is rampant in India, will increasing the age of marriage of women 

solve this issue? The increase in age of marriage is claimed to bring substantive benefits at the 

individual and societal levels. Data from the recently released National Family Health Survey-5 

(NFHS-5), 2019-2021, enables us to examine the facts. 

Child marriage 

 Child marriage usually refers to a social phenomena practised in some societies in India, 

where a young child (usually a girl below the age of fifteen) is married to an adult man. A 

second form of practice of child marriage is that in which the parents of the two children (the 

girl and boy) arrange a future marriage.  

 In this practice, the individuals (the boy and girl) do not meet one another until they reach the 

marriageable age, when the wedding ceremony is performed. As per law, the marriageable 

age is 21 for males and 18 for females. 

 Gender inequality, social norms, perceived low status of girls, poverty, lack of education, 

safety concerns about girl children and control over sexuality are considered to be reasons for 

prevalence of child marriages. Girl children in rural areas are more affected than their urban 

counterparts. 

 However, if any partner(s) engages in marriage at a younger age, (s)he can ask for the 

marriage to be declared void / annulled. 

Facts and figures about child marriages in India 

 Child marriage prevalence is generally defined as the percentage of women 20-24 years old 

who were married or in union before age 18. India is estimated to have over 24 million child 

brides. 40% of the world’s 60 million child marriages take place in India according to the 

National Family Health Survey.  

 India has the 14th highest rate of child marriage in the world, according to the International 

Center for Research on Women. 

 Marriage systems and practices vary by region, caste and tribe. Rates of child marriage are 

higher in the North-West and lower in the South-East of the country.  



 

 

 The NFHS-5 data become salient. NFHS-5 data show that about 25% of women aged 18-29 

years married before the legal marriageable age of 18. The proportion has declined only 

marginally from NFHS-4 (28%). Expectedly, the prevalence is higher in rural than urban 

India (28% and 17%, respectively).  

 West Bengal has the highest prevalence (42%), followed by Bihar and Tripura (40% each). 

Oddly, the decline in child marriage has been paltry at best in these high-prevalence States. 

At the other end of the spectrum are Goa, Himachal Pradesh and Kerala (6% to 7%). 

 As per reports, more child marriages have been noticed during the Covid pandemic. 

Effects of child marriage 

 Girls who get married at an early 

age are often more susceptible to 

the health risks associated with 

early sexual initiation and 

childbearing, including HIV and 

obstetric fistula 

 Young girls who lack status, 

power and maturity are often 

subjected to domestic violence, 

sexual abuse and social isolation. 

 Early marriage almost always 

deprives girls of their education 

or meaningful work, which 

contributes to persistent poverty. 

 Child Marriage perpetuates an unrelenting cycle of gender inequality, sickness and poverty 

 Getting the girls married at an early age when they are not physically mature, leads to highest 

rates of maternal and child mortality. 

Factors leading to child marriage in India 

 Structural factors: It is abetted by structural factors, including social norms, poverty, and 

women’s education. It is because of social norms in many regions and cultures that parents 

begin preparations for a girl’s marriage once she has reached menarche. Equally, a large 



 

 

proportion of child marriages take place primarily because of poverty and the burden of the 

huge costs of dowry associated with delayed marriages.  

 These factors curtail a girl’s opportunities to continue her education. And in turn, the lack of 

educational opportunities plays an important role in facilitating child marriage. 

 Disempowerment of Women: Since child brides are not able to complete their education, 

they remain dependent and underpowered which acts as a big hurdle towards achieving 

gender equality. 

 Trafficking: Poor families are tempted to sell their girls not just into marriage, but into 

prostitution, as the transaction enables large sums of money to benefit the girl’s family and 

harms the girl. There is apathy towards their girls and the money by selling their girls is used 

for the benefit of their sons 

 Girls are often seen as a liability with limited economic role. Women’s work is confined to 

the household and is not valued. In addition, there is the problem of dowry. Despite the fact 

that dowry has been prohibited for five decades (Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961), it is still 

common for parents of girls in India to give gifts to the groom and /or his family either in 

cash or kind. The dowry amount increases with the age and the education level of the girl. 

Hence, the “incentive” of the system of dowry perpetuates child marriage. 

Government Initiatives 

 To eradicate the evil of child marriage, the Child Marriage Restraint Act was passed in 

1929. The object is to eliminate the special evil which had the potentialities of dangers to the 

life and health of a female child, who could not withstand the stress and strains of married 

life and to avoid early deaths of such minor mothers. 

 In 1949, it was increased to 15 years for girls and in 1978, an amendment was passed to 

increase the age to 18 and 21 years for girls and boys respectively. 

 The Government of India enacted the Prevention of Child Marriage Act (PCMA), 2006 

that replaced the earlier CMRA with the main motto of forbidding child marriages and 

protecting and providing assistance to the victims. 

 Prohibition of Child Marriage (Amendment) Bill, 2021, seeking to raise the legal age of 

marriage for women from 18 years currently to 21 years, was introduced by the Union 

Cabinet in the winter session of the Parliament in December 2021. 

Way Ahead 



 

 

 Karnataka amended the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act in 2017, declaring every child 

marriage void ab initio, making it a cognisable offence, and introducing a minimum period of 

rigorous imprisonment for all who enable a child marriage. Similar can be done at the central 

level. 

 Since child marriage is substantially lower among women with a higher level of schooling, it 

would be interesting to know whether an increase in years of schooling necessarily increases 

the age at marriage. 

 The case of Bangladesh shows that improving women’s education and imparting modern 

skills to them that increase their employability reduces child marriage and improves health 

and nutrition. Also, schemes which ease the financial burden of marriage but the eligibility 

criteria of which should essentially link to educational attainment in addition to age demand 

attention. The lessons from Janani Suraksha Yojana and the zeal demonstrated in ending 

open defecation might provide valid insights here. 

 Educating women is important for their personal freedom, social well being and contributes 

to human development. A legalistic approach to increasing the age at marriage will produce 

positive results only if it leads to an improvement in women’s education and skill acquisition 

for employability. In the absence of an enhancement in women’s schooling or skills, a 

legalistic approach to ending child marriage might become counterproductive. 

Source: The Hindu 

Practice question: A legalistic approach to increasing the age at marriage will produce positive 

results only if it leads to an improvement in women’s education and skill acquisition for 

employability. Explain 

GS II Effect of Policies and Politics of Developed and Developing Countries on India’s 

interests, Indian Diaspora. 

2. The Western Sahara dispute 

Algerian President Abdelmadjid Tebboune announced that Algeria would “immediately” 

suspend its 20-year-old treaty of “friendship, good neighbourliness, and co-operation" with 

Spain. 

Western Sahara region 



 

 

 Western Sahara is a vast, sparsely-populated desert region in Northwest Africa, stretching 

across 2.5 lakh sq km. It is bordered by Morocco in the North, Algeria in a small northeastern 

patch, and Mauritania in the East and South. It also has a long coast with the Atlantic Ocean 

in the West and Northwest.  

 It is a region rich in phosphates and other minerals and has a lucrative fishing industry on its 

Atlantic coast. 

 With a population of a little under six lakh, this former Spanish colony is home to the 

nomadic indigenous Sahrawi tribe whose main language is Hassaniya Arabic.  

 For decades, Morocco has claimed control over Western Sahara while the ethnic Sahrawi 

fight for their right to self-determination. 

The Western Sahara dispute 

 In 1884, Spain began its colonisation of Western Sahara and in the mid-1900s, turned it into 

a Spanish province called Spanish Sahara. Spain united the two main regions of Western 

Sahara — Rio De Oro and Saguia el Hamra— to constitute its province. 

 In 1957, a year after gaining independence, Morocco laid claim to Western Sahara, with its 

then-ruler, King Mohammed V, claiming that the region was once part of the Moroccan 

Kingdom. In 1960, neighbouring Mauritania also laid claim to parts of the region. 

 By the early 1970s, the pressure on Spain to vacate its colonies in Africa and the ensuing 

political climate gave rise to the Sahrawi insurgency in Western Sahara. The insurgency was 

led by a politico-military group called the Polisario Front, founded in 1973 with the help of 

Libya and Algeria, which have had historic ties with the indigenous population of Western 

Sahara. 

 The Polisario Front— also called the Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el Hamra 

and Rio de Oro— waged a successful guerilla war against the Spanish colonialists, and Spain 

withdrew from the region in 1975.  

 On February 27, 1976, a day before Spain formally exited the province, the Polisario Front 

declared the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) in Western Sahara. While SADR 

does not have Western recognition, it has been recognised by 70 countries and is a member 

of the African Union. 



 

 

 Both Morocco and Mauritania moved troops to Western Sahara to assert their claims. The 

Polisario Front, backed by Algeria’s diplomatic and military aid, continued the guerilla 

resistance, demanding their withdrawal. 

 In 1975, the UN General Assembly asked the International Court of Justice at the Hague to 

decide whether Morocco and Mauritania’s claims over Western Sahara held water. The Court 

ruled that there was no evidence “of “any ties of territorial sovereignty” between Western 

Sahara and either Morocco or Mauritania while stating that there were “indications” that 

some tribes in the territory were loyal to the Moroccan Sultan. The Court reaffirmed the 

UNGA 1541 resolution that called for the region’s decolonisation and complete compliance 

with the principle of self-determination. 

 Despite the ruling, the Moroccan King Hassan II hailed the court’s opinion as a vindication 

of Rabat’s claims and moved troops and thousands of Moroccans in what he called the 

“Green March” toward Western Sahara. 

 This heralded a 16-year-long war between Polisario and the two occupying countries; 

however, Mauritania signed a peace treaty with Polisario in 1979, consequently withdrawing 

from the region. 

 A United Nations-mandated ceasefire ended the war in 1991, with the promise of holding an 

independence referendum in Western Sahara, so that the Sahrawis could determine whether 

they wanted to be an independent territory or a part of Morocco. 

 The war has forced almost 200,000 Sahrawis to flee to neighbouring Algeria, where Polisario 

is running refugee camps and a government-in-exile. 



 

 

1991 ceasefire 

 The referendum for Sahrawi self-determination in Western Sahara has not taken place yet, 

stalled by issues like determining who is eligible to vote. By 1991, Morocco had taken 

control of about 85 per cent of the territory. 

What triggered Spain’s policy shift on Western Sahara? 

 Morocco and Spain have been in a diplomatic deadlock for a year over Spain allowing the 

leader of the Polisario Front, Brahim Ghali, to be admitted to a hospital in the country for 

COVID-19 treatment. 

 In 2021, in a bid to increase pressure on Spain, Morocco also reduced border controls to the 

Spanish enclave of Ceuta, leading to an influx of about 10,000 migrants to the border, 

seeking entry into Spain. 

 Spain’s recent policy shift endorsing Morocco’s 2007 plan for Western Sahara led to what 

the countries described as a “new stage” in relations and cooperation on migration, energy, 

industry, sea travel, culture, and economy. 

 While Spain has endorsed Morocco’s autonomy plan, the United States, under former 

President Donald Trump in 2020, became the first country to recognise Moroccan 

sovereignty over Western Sahara. This acceptance was a concession by the United States for 

Morocco normalising its ties with Israel. 

Source: The Hindu 

Practice question: Discuss the background of the Western Sahara dispute. What triggered Spain’s 

policy shift on Western Sahara? 
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