
 

 

Let’s End Child Marriage in California 
 

California’s marriage age is 18,1 but the law includes alarming loopholes: A parent may “consent” to marry off a 
child of any age with judicial approval,2 and the court may enter a child of any age into marriage if the child 
does not have a parent capable of “consenting” to the marriage.3 These loopholes disempower and seriously 
endanger minors, even with supposed safeguards the legislature added in 2018.4 

Continued Dangers in the Current Law 

• Parental “consent” is often parental coercion. Parents typically play an important role in facilitating a 
forced marriage. 

• The judicial review process, with required court interviews,5 puts the onus on a terrified minor whose 
parents are forcing them to marry to figure out how to signal their predicament to the court without 
facing repercussions at home. 

• The 30-day waiting period6 does not help minors escape an impending forced marriage, because 
minors’ limited legal rights7 make it difficult if not impossible for them to leave home, find shelter, seek 
an advocate or attorney’s help or bring a legal action during those 30 days.8 

• Minors of any age are automatically emancipated upon marriage9 and lose their parents’ financial 
support. 10 This typically forces minors to become financially dependent on their spouse, which is a risk 
factor for domestic violence11 and can lead to teen homelessness if the marriage ends. It also 
incentivizes forced child marriage, so a parent can get out of a child support obligation or child custody 
battle. 

• A child-marriage license is a “get out of jail free” card for a would-be child rapist. Sex with a child under 
age 18 is a sex crime12 unless the perpetrator first marries the child.13  

 
Devastating Consequences of Child Marriage 

• Minors can easily be forced to marry or to stay in a marriage before they turn 18 and get the rights of 
adulthood. Even the most mature 17-year-old cannot easily leave home,14 15 enter a domestic violence 
shelter,16 get help from an advocate, 17 retain an attorney18 or bring a legal action independently.19 (The 
rights that come from automatic emancipation upon marriage arrive too late to prevent a forced 
marriage – and they are limited.) 

• Child marriage destroys American girls’ health, education and economic opportunities, and increases 
their risk of experiencing violence.20 The U.S. State Department calls marriage before 18 a “human 
rights abuse.”21 

• Those who marry before 18 have a 70-80% chance of divorcing – and teen moms who marry and then 
divorce are more likely to suffer economic deprivation and instability than teen moms who stay single.22 
 

Alarming Statistics  

• More than 8,000 California children are entered into marriage every year, and the annual number has 
been increasing in recent years. As of 2021, more than 14,000 minors living in California already had 
been married.23 

• 100% of these marriages would have been considered a sex crime outside of marriage.24 
 
Simple Legislative Solution 

• The simple, commonsense solution is to eliminate the dangerous loopholes that allow children to be 
entered into marriage before age 18 – and keep the marriage age at 18, no exceptions.  

• States across the U.S. and around the world are passing such legislation, which costs nothing, harms 
no one and eliminates a human rights abuse. More information is at www.unchainedatlast.org.  
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