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CHAPTER 9

The Impact of COVID-19 on 
Child Marriage in India

Gayatri Sharma and Ayesha Khaliq

Introduction

Th e COVID-19 pandemic has devastated families across the globe. As a 
result of COVID-19, up to ten million more girls are now at risk of becom-
ing child brides (UNICEF 2021). Since all girls are not positioned equally, 
some will suff er more. Experience from the Ebola crisis strongly suggests 
that girls will be disproportionately aff ected, particularly those among the 
poorest and most socially marginalized groups (Girls Not Brides 2020). 
Economically weaker countries have been less successful in withstanding 
the pandemic. India was particularly vulnerable since government expen-
diture on healthcare and education has reduced over the years, thereby 
increasing the gap between those who can aff ord private education and 
healthcare and those who cannot. Between 2019 and 2020, India spent 
only 3.1 percent of its gross domestic product on education and 1.26 
percent on healthcare (Khadria and Th akur 2020; Mondal 2021). Th ose 
who are less able to access education and healthcare are more vulnerable to 
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death, fi nancial insecurity, dropping out from education, child marriage, 
child labor, and child traffi  cking.

In March 2020, India imposed one of the strictest lockdowns in the 
world, and this had disastrous consequences for poor people who lacked 
the savings required to survive without a work-related income in cities 
across India. Th e lockdown was followed by the revelation that a religious 
gathering of the Tablighi Jamaat (an Islamic missionary movement) in 
New Delhi in mid-March 2020 had led to a large spike in the coronavi-
rus cases reported in India. Th is revelation came at a time when Hindu-
Muslim relations were already strained. Several news channels published 
fake news ostensibly showing Muslims deliberately spreading the corona-
virus. Religious tensions, which were already high in India, were exacer-
bated and cases of discrimination toward Muslims in relation to the denial 
of healthcare and the refusal to accept their services were reported.

Th e social impact of the marginalization of Muslims was fi rst felt 
when Muslim women had diffi  culty in accessing medical services. Cases 
were reported from Rajasthan and Jharkhand of pregnant Muslim women 
being denied such services and the subsequent death of a baby (Angad 
2020; Iqbal 2020). A hospital in Uttar Pradesh required Muslims to have 
evidence of a negative COVID-19 test result before they could receive 
treatment (Agrawal 2020). In Gujarat, a hospital was reported to be seg-
regating Hindu and Muslim patients (Ghosh and Dabhi 2020). A surge 
in atrocities against Dalits was also reported during the fi rst wave.1 Th e 
concept of physical distancing was twisted to strengthen notions of un-
touchability—a form of social ostracism and segregation directed against 
Dalits. Although this is prohibited by the Constitution, it is still extant, 
and the pandemic led to its increased practice along with other forms 
of caste-based discrimination. For example, Times Now reported that in 
Jharkhand, “Five Brahmins lodged at [a] quarantine facility refuse[d] to 
eat food prepared by SC cooks” (“Jharkhand” 2020).

Girls who belong to Adivasi families are normally at higher risk of 
being married off  early because of their lack of access to education and 
employment opportunities. Adivasis (Indigenous/tribal groups) primarily 
live in remote forest fringe areas. Th e pandemic compounded the problem 
because schools remained closed and access to livelihood options became 
more diffi  cult to secure. Furthermore, Indigenous people living in these 
areas are more vulnerable to the impact of climate change. Heavy fl ooding 
in Assam, West Bengal, and Bihar coincided with the 2020 pandemic, 
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leading to further distress for Indigenous communities and greater likeli-
hood of girls being subjected to forced or early marriage.

Since the Indian economy contracted by a historic 23.9 percent fol-
lowing the unplanned lockdown in March 2020, the loss of jobs and 
livelihood translated into children being pulled out of school, girls being 
forced into early marriages, and an increase in child labor. When the fi rst 
lockdown eased in June and July 2020, child marriages spiked, marking a 
17 percent increase from the previous year (Bhandare 2020). According to 
the Times of India (“Government Intervened” 2020), CHILDLINE, a na-
tional helpline, intervened in nearly 5,584 cases related to child marriage 
during the 2020 lockdown. A study conducted by the Centre for Cata-
lyzing Change (2020) reported that in Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Odisha, 
and Bihar, 8 percent of respondents came across incidents of child mar-
riage in their neighborhood that had occurred since the beginning of the 
pandemic, and two-thirds of adolescents reported that their family mem-
bers were planning their marriage; the proportion was higher among girls.

Child marriage has signifi cant detrimental ramifi cations for girls, and 
the pandemic has made matters much worse. In line with this, this chap-
ter aims to examine the role of COVID-19 in exacerbating the conditions 
contributing to a rise in child marriages in India, and proposes recommen-
dations for developing a comprehensive response to prevent the number 
of child marriages from escalating. Our qualitative research methodology 
relied on a desk-based analysis of existing materials. Information was ac-
quired from published literature, journals, media articles, and research 
papers for an in-depth analysis aimed at understanding the factors that 
contribute to child marriage in India, as well as their consequences and 
their impact on girls’ development and well-being.

Reverse Migration

Within a few days of the start of the twenty-one-day lockdown announced 
on 24 March 2020, thousands of migrant workers gathered at the bus 
station in Delhi in the hope of reaching home. Unable to fi nd transport, 
casual workers formerly employed in Delhi, Gurgaon (Haryana), Punjab, 
Gujarat, Mumbai (Maharashtra), and Tamil Nadu walked home to their 
native villages and towns in Uttar Pradesh, Odisha, Bihar, and Jharkhand. 
As factories and workplaces closed down, people who were dependent on 
daily wages ran out of savings. Th e Supreme Court directed the central 
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and state government to send migrant workers back to their homes in 
special trains only in June, more than two months after the lockdown 
was implemented. It is unclear how many workers migrated back to their 
homes in rural areas, but based on census estimates of the number of 
migrants who enter urban areas annually for work, it is estimated that 
about twenty-three million workers migrated back to rural areas as a re-
sult of COVID-19 (Kundu 2020). According to the World Bank (2020), 
the lockdown in India has had an impact on the livelihoods of a large 
proportion of the country’s nearly forty million internal migrants. While 
government and NGOs did provide basic necessities in camps to those 
who did not return home, many had to take out loans to survive. Th is is 
most likely to result in an upsurge in child marriage.

In April 2021, as the second wave of the pandemic set in and a new set 
of lockdowns was imposed, migrant workers again left metropolitan cities 
to return to their villages. Although workers were warned to prepare for 
the second stage of lockdown, the damage caused by the fi rst lockdown 
had not yet been overcome. Since the rural economy (which is dependent 
primarily on agriculture) cannot absorb the growing infl ux of workers, 
growing impoverishment in rural areas is a cause for concern. Rural areas 
cannot absorb the infl ux of labor in productive work without steps being 
taken by the state and central governments to generate employment, so 
child marriages are very likely to increase among migrant workers who 
fi nd it fi nancially diffi  cult to educate their children.

Women Power Connect held focus group discussions during the 2020 
and 2021 lockdowns with grassroots organizations working in the states of 
Jharkhand and Rajasthan on ending child marriage. According to their un-
published fi ndings, reverse migration in Jharkhand played a signifi cant role 
in this practice. With men returning and girls remaining at home, parents 
and families arranged for girls to be married to returnees. Since expenses 
were low in lockdown weddings, parents had no diffi  culty arranging these 
marriages. In Rajasthan as well, reverse migration has contributed to an in-
crease in child marriage in areas that experience a high rate of out-migration.

Discrimination against Muslims

Religious tensions are contributing to the growing marginalization of 
Muslims in India. Th e Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) of 2019 en-
sures Indian citizenship to all religious community migrants from Paki-
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stan, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh, except Muslims. Since the National 
Registration of Citizens requires proof of citizenship, Muslims fear the loss 
of their Indian citizenship. Protests against the CAA in 2019 led to riots in 
New Delhi in which both Hindus and Muslims lost their lives. Growing 
marginalization translates into a lack of access to services, impoverish-
ment, violence, and, consequently, higher rates of child marriage.

Following the Tablighi Jamaat incident, the national media in India 
promoted the idea that Muslims had deliberately planned the event to 
spread the virus in India. Th e hashtag “Corona-jihad” was fl ashed on news 
channels such as Zee News and Republic TV. Since people found it hard 
to diff erentiate between Muslims and Tablighis, all Muslims were seen as 
potential carriers of the virus. Fake news shots of Muslim vendors spitting 
on vegetables and on police offi  cials were spread by local news channels 
and the print media, and this led to a massive increase in Islamophobia. 
Th is manifests in refusal to accept groceries from Muslim delivery work-
ers, discrimination between Hindu and Muslim patients, and denial of 
medical care to pregnant Muslim women.

According to Astitva, an NGO in western Uttar Pradesh, women 
belonging to marginalized communities (Dalits and Muslims) faced an 
increase in domestic violence, loss of income, and child marriage (Salim 
2021). Media reports highlighted the demand to boycott Muslim eco-
nomic activities, and this had drastic ramifi cations for women. With an 
increase in hatred against this maligned community, Muslim women faced 
diffi  culties in accessing services and support, such that even if the rates of 
child marriage do not go up among Muslim families, the stigma of being 
seen to be carriers of the virus and the subsequent marginalization will 
put Muslim child brides at heightened risk of sexually transmitted disease, 
mental health problems, and restricted access to maternal healthcare.

An Overview of Child Marriage in India

Offi  cial data has shown a trend toward improvement in cases of child 
marriage across India since 2015. According to data from the National 
Family Health Survey 4 (2015–16), 26.8 percent of girls were married 
before the legal age of eighteen (Government of India, Ministry of Health 
and Family Welfare 2016)—a dramatic improvement over the situation 
in 2005/2006, when almost half of all girls were married before the age of 
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eighteen. According to the National Commission for Protection of Child 
Rights (2018), girl child marriages are highest among the Scheduled 
Tribes and Scheduled Castes. According to this report, in Bihar, Gujarat, 
and Telangana child marriage rates are high among the Other Backward 
Castes (those that are educationally or socially disadvantaged).

In order to address the root cause of child marriage and prevent cases 
from rising, it is important to understand why child marriages occur in 
the fi rst place, and how the pandemic will further exacerbate these root 
causes. Nancy Fraser (2003) provides a means of analyzing such complex 
issues; she engages in a thought experiment during which she imagines a 
conceptual spectrum of social divisions: at one end of the spectrum are 
redistribution issues (she gives the example of class diff erentiation), while 
at the other end are recognition issues (she gives the example of sexual 
diff erentiation). Between these two extremes lie more complex social di-
visions, at the edges of which both recognition and redistribution issues, 
like gender and race, for example, intersect. We try to understand where 
child early and forced marriage (CEFM) in India fi ts on this spectrum so 
as to identify solutions and the priorities that policymakers should insist 
upon, and we return to Fraser’s work later in this chapter.

In the course of our work on child marriage, we have learned that the 
reasons behind early child marriage diff er from state to state and region 
to region. Child marriage rates are far higher in rural areas than in urban 
areas because there are fewer opportunities for education and work for 
women in the former. Th e factors responsible for the prevalence of child 
marriage, despite prohibition, vary according to caste, class, religion, tra-
dition, social norms, coercion, and economic status, but the most signif-
icant factor is poverty coupled with gender inequality and the low value 
associated with girls and women in India.

Factors Contributing to Child Marriages in India

Poverty and Lack of Education

Girls are considered a fi nancial liability since they are perceived to be fi -
nancially dependent on male members of the family; marrying them early 
is considered a viable option. Th e patriarchal mindset that favors boys 
over girls is embedded in Indian society; when given a choice, a family 
would rather spend its resources on education and health for boys than 
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for girls. Child marriage, therefore, is seen to be a way of reducing the cost 
inherent in a girl’s education. In turn, the lack of good quality education 
available for girls that could motivate them to remain in school or help 
them acquire a job or marketable skills contributes to the vicious cycle of 
poverty. Poor-quality school education is not geared toward skills-building 
and is a major contributor to CEFM. Parental illiteracy is also a major 
factor behind the prevalence of child marriage. Parents with little or no 
education do not understand the consequences of early marriage for their 
daughters and are unaware that it is a violation of a child’s basic human 
rights.

Control over a Girl’s Sexuality and 
Fear of Violence Against Women and Girls

Parents often fear the sexual autonomy of girls and see it as leading to pre-
marital sex and pregnancy out of wedlock. Early marriage paves the way 
for the transfer of the control of a girl’s sexual and reproductive life to her 
husband and in-laws (Girls Not Brides 2015). With the closure of schools 
and the disruption in education caused by the pandemic, parents are more 
worried about controlling their daughters’ sexuality and thus resort to 
marrying them off  early to preserve their family honor. In a conservative 
society, the social stigma associated with a pregnancy before marriage is 
greater than that associated with child marriage. Th e widespread notion of 
family honor coerces families into marrying their daughters early so as to 
preserve the girls’ virginity. Child marriages provide a way of arranging a 
girl’s marriage before she is mature enough to exercise her right to choose. 
Furthermore, what are known as love marriages (as opposed to arranged 
ones) have less social acceptability, particularly when the bride and groom 
belong to diff erent caste groups or religions.

Dowry

Th e practice of dowry is widely prevalent in India; the bride’s family pays 
the groom in cash or gifts upon marriage. Th e older the daughter is, the 
fewer her suitors and the more her parents then have to pay to get a match. 
Families, therefore, prefer to have their daughters married at a young age 
so as to reduce the cost of the dowry. Th e restrictions put in place during 
the pandemic have given poor families an opportunity to perform mar-
riage ceremonies at a lower cost and with fewer people. Th is has been a 
major driving force for CEFM during the lockdown period.
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Inadequate Implementation of Laws

Th e implementation of laws prohibiting child marriage has not proved 
eff ective. Th e enforcement of the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act 
(PCMA) of 2006 is weak in India. An adequate budget has not been 
allocated by states to the implementation of the PCMA, and this has 
led to overburdened Child Marriage Prohibition Offi  cers (CMPOs), 
some of whom do not even know what their roles and responsibilities 
are, according to Oxfam Indian and Women Power Connect (2018). 
At discussions organized by Women Power Connect in Jharkhand, the 
Protection Offi  cers (appointed to deal with cases of domestic violence) 
were also tasked with the responsibility of preventing child marriage. 
Th e overburdening of these offi  cers has led to a situation in which they 
are improperly trained and do not know how to deal with cases of child 
marriage.

Religious, Social, and Cultural Practices

In Rajasthan, custom plays a large role in perpetuating child marriage, 
along with the fear of sexual violence against girls that pushes families 
to marry them off  early. For example, the customary practice of Gauna, 
which allows for the consummation of a child marriage only once the 
girl has reached maturity, is a cover-up for the solemnization of early 
marriages. In fact, Gauna, while disallowing early consummation of the 
marriage, encourages child marriage since the child bride is promised to 
a particular groom. Th e custom of Mrityu Bhoj in Rajasthan, which de-
crees high expenditure on food at funerals, also encourages child marriage, 
since families combine a funeral with a wedding in order to save costs. A 
high prevalence of sexual violence in Rajasthan, including rape and sexual 
harassment, leads to further child marriage as well, since marriage pro-
vides a form of security to girls by supposedly protecting them from sexual 
violence perpetrated by a stranger.

In 2016, among both Hindus and Muslims, 25 percent of women 
were married by the age of 15.5 years and 50 percent were married by that 
of 17.5 years, according to Srinivas Goli (2016). In the case of Dalits and 
Adivasis, 25 percent of women are married by 15.5 years of age. Th ere is 
no evidence that child marriage is higher among Muslims in India than it 
is among Hindus. However, Goli suggests that since Muslim Sharia law 
allows for early marriage, there is a perception that child marriage is more 
common among Muslims.
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Girls in India

Th e impact of COVID-19 on girls in India has been disastrous for a num-
ber of reasons. Th e fi rst is the interruption of education and the move to 
online learning in 1.5 million schools in India, which has aff ected 247 
million children (Sharma 2021), since not everyone has been able to ad-
just to this new normal. According to Meeta Sengupta and P. Krishna-
kumar (2018), the Digital Empowerment Foundation has reported that 
30 percent of India’s population lags behind in the measurement of basic 
literacy, and it is thrice that for digital literacy. Girls have less access to 
smartphones and the internet than boys do, so they are more likely than 
boys to drop out of online schooling, with the result that their early mar-
riage becomes far more likely.

Th e second reason is the collapse of the health system in India given 
the huge increase in COVID-19 patients. Girls have found it diffi  cult to 
access hospitals for reproductive healthcare or for abortions. Getting mar-
ried has been an easier solution to an unwanted pregnancy than facing the 
stigma of such an event outside of marriage.

Th e increase in domestic violence is the third reason. During the 
2020 lockdown reported incidents of domestic violence increased two-
fold according to the National Commission for Women (NCW) (2020), 
which received 2,043 complaints in June 2020, the highest fi gure in eight 
months. Since families are forced to stay indoors and girls and women 
cannot go out and ask for help, cases of domestic violence have shot up. In 
some cases, girls themselves see marriage as a means of escaping a violent 
household. Furthermore, child marriages have increased because girls are 
unable to access services set up to help and support them, like healthcare 
NGOs, because offi  ces are closed, and staff  are working from home.

Th e fourth reason is the death of both parents, particularly during the 
second wave of COVID-19 in India, which has led to abandoned and 
orphaned children, many of whom are at high risk of sexual abuse and 
violence. Girls are more vulnerable to sexual abuse and violence than boys, 
and while government schemes have been announced to help children 
left orphaned by COVID-19, such schemes are unlikely to prevent an 
increase in child traffi  cking and child marriage, especially for girls.

As a result of COVID-19, shrinking incomes, and the diversifi cation 
of funds spent on combating the virus, it is expected that more and more 
girls will be pulled out of school and either traffi  cked for marriage or sex 
work or married off  early to ease the fi nancial burden on the natal family. 
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Th ere is no offi  cial data yet on the extent of the increase in child marriages 
in India, but we do know that the long-term consequences of COVID-19 
will be enormous for girls.

The Legal Framework in India

Th e prohibition of child marriage is specifi cally dealt with by the Prohibi-
tion of Child Marriage Act of 2006 (PCMA), which makes the legal age of 
marriage eighteen for women and twenty-one for men. Personal laws fol-
low similar age criteria for entering a valid marriage, with the exception of 
Muslim Sharia law, which makes the attainment of puberty for both boys 
and girls the minimum requirement for marriage. Child marriage can be 
repudiated by the Muslim girl if she was married before she was fi fteen 
years of age according to the Dissolution of Muslim Marriages Act 1939.

Th e law on child marriage has its limitations in India, since the PCMA 
diff erentiates between men and women with regard to the age of marriage 
and does not make child marriages illegal (but only voidable at the option 
of either party to the marriage). Further, although the PCMA was enacted 
in 2006, amendments were not made in the Muslim and Hindu marriage 
and divorce laws to make personal laws consonant with the PCMA. Con-
sequently, the legal framework in India contradicts itself and is in urgent 
need of amendment.

The Government Response to Child Marriage

Th e primary response of the government to control child marriage has 
been through the law. Aside from the PCMA, laws prohibiting the prac-
tice of giving dowry and off ering protection from domestic violence indi-
rectly relate to the prevention of child marriage. Th e Dowry Prohibition 
Act of 1961 failed to curb the practice of giving expensive gifts as a dowry 
at the time of a girl’s marriage. Reasons for the failure of this law in-
clude growing materialism and the rise of capitalism in India, the lack 
of employment opportunities for women evident in the small number 
of employed women, and social acceptance of the custom. All this leads 
to few complaints being made at the time of marriage. Th e Protection of 
Women from Domestic Violence Act of 2005 (PWDVA), while used by 
many married women against their husbands and in-laws, is hardly used 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781800738072. Not for resale.



GAYATRI SHARMA AND AYESHA KHALIQ

166

by unmarried women against their parents according to the Lawyers Col-
lective (2013). Th e PWDVA can be used by unmarried women to take 
action and seek redress against their parents forcing them to marry, but 
the mindset required to take legal action against one’s parents and natal 
family members is, for the most part, missing in India.

In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, the central government in 
India launched a high-level committee to look into the issue of mother-
hood and marriage at an early age. Th is was a welcome step since it showed 
the state’s concern with the rising numbers of early marriages that are likely 
to take place, coupled with a rise in pregnancies. In August 2020, the Prime 
Minister made an announcement to raise the legal marriageable age of girls 
from eighteen to twenty-one in an eff ort to tackle issues of population con-
trol, early pregnancy, maternal mortality, and the lack of opportunities for 
girls in education. However, instead of focusing on redistribution, the task 
force is increasing law enforcement, although this has not succeeded thus 
far in curbing child marriage in India. Despite the legal age of marriage 
being eighteen, girls as young as twelve and thirteen are married off  in ru-
ral and underdeveloped areas. Th e proposed change, although well inten-
tioned, will lead only to a change in the law and will have no impact on the 
existing social realities of the country. Th is change in the age of marriage 
will not prevent child marriage but will lead only to a higher rate of early 
marriage if being twenty-one years of age becomes the legal requirement.

Consequences of the Second COVID-19 Wave in India

Th e impact of the second wave of COVID-19 in India became clear only 
toward the end of April 2021 as the death rate shot up and the health 
system gradually collapsed under the weight of the number of COVID 
patients. Since children, particularly girls, had already dropped out of 
school given the lockdown restrictions in 2020, the second wave will fur-
ther worsen the situation. For more than a year, most children have been 
at home and unable to access online education. Families with daughters 
are fi nding it extremely diffi  cult to keep them at home for any longer. 
For the daughters’ safety and to prevent them from being exploited and 
abused at home, marriage is now seen as the safest option. According to 
Anand Chawla Noor and Ayesha Singh (2021), CHILDLINE reported 
a 50 percent increase in the number of calls reporting abuse during this 
period. Th e increase in elopement and the additional stigma attached to 
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this has led parents to believe that getting their daughters married early is 
better than keeping them at home (Koushik 2021).

Given the severity of the second wave, girls are at heightened risk of 
exploitation and abuse. With incomes shrinking further and schools re-
maining closed, the view that a girl is a burden will gain ground again. 
According to UNICEF (2021), the second wave will have dire conse-
quences for girls in terms of access to education, social protection, a lack 
of reproductive health services, and an increase in unwanted pregnancies 
and marriages. Due to the surge in COVID cases and deaths in India, the 
number of children who will be orphaned, abused, traffi  cked, and forced 
into early marriage will increase. Millions of children are struggling fi nan-
cially, and many girls are forced to engage in sex work in exchange for food 
and economic survival as it is.

Redistribution and Deconstruction for a Nuanced Response

Child marriage falls toward the redistribution side of Fraser’s (2003) imag-
inary spectrum, but not to an extreme degree. Th erefore, both redistri-
bution (economic benefi ts for have-nots) and deconstruction (removing 
stigma associated with marginalized groups) are necessary to end child 
marriage in India.

Increasing the age of marriage to twenty-one years for women, in a 
country whose society views marriage as the greatest achievement for a 
woman, will remain a law on paper only. Although it delinks marriage 
from the age of consent (eighteen), it is unlikely to have any immediate 
impact on controlling child marriage. While schools are closed, commu-
nities and families will continue to practice child marriage irrespective of 
what the marriage age is. Even when schools are open, education does not 
easily translate into a paying job for a woman. Impoverishment, the lack 
of jobs linked to the contracting economy, the closure of schools, and be-
ing denied access to healthcare facilities will push families to marry their 
daughters early or even to sell them to traffi  ckers.

A more comprehensive response to increasing child marriage rates in 
India would be, fi rst, to identify who is most at risk. Migrant workers 
who have returned home to their villages in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and 
West Bengal are vulnerable since their families have already experienced 
a drop in income and will do so again on an even greater scale. Th is may 
well translate into early marriage being forced on girls. Uttar Pradesh and 
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Bihar have the highest numbers of workers who migrate to other cities, 
and it is reasonable to expect a surge in the number of workers returning 
to these two states. Th e fi nancial implications lead us to suspect that early 
marriage will escalate here, too. West Bengal in particular is vulnerable 
to a surge in joblessness because the damage caused by Cyclone Amphan 
in May 2020 is still being felt. Girls here too are at increased risk, so the 
governments in these vulnerable states should remain alert to the high 
possibility of an increase in child marriage and child traffi  cking.

Th e urgently needed protection of children from poor households, 
particularly in rural areas and districts in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West 
Bengal (and other identifi ed vulnerable states), needs to be prioritized in 
government eff orts. Innovative strategies need to be developed to provide 
education to those children, particularly girls, who do not have internet 
access and will not be able to attend online classes. Th ey are at extreme risk. 
In Jharkhand, loudspeakers are being used to disseminate educational in-
formation, and other such strategies need to be implemented soon. Since 
girls are given less nutritious food to eat than their brothers even in nor-
mal times, in times of crisis, this disparity will increase. Th e midday meal 
that is provided in schools can be delivered to homes, as was done in the 
state of Kerala. Providing sanitary napkins to girls and providing informa-
tion on hygiene and handwashing must be prioritized. While job-creation 
schemes are laudable, the immediate relief of food, basic education, and 
healthcare needs to be provided to those girls most at risk of CEFM.

According to a report in Th e Print (Tewari and Mishra 2019), the UN-
DP’s Multi-Dimensional Poverty Index (2018) has indicated that every 
third Dalit and Muslim in India is multidimensionally poor. Th is poverty 
is not just about income, but includes nutrition, health, education, and 
assets. Offi  cial data does not show that child marriages are higher among 
Muslims in India or that the issue has any religious dimension to it. Th is 
situation is likely to change in the COVID-19 context as more and more 
Muslims face ostracism and discrimination. Muslims in the vulnerable 
states, particularly in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West Bengal, may face an 
even sharper decline in income than other communities, and the govern-
ment should be cautious in relation to this.

COVID-19 has proved to be doubly treacherous for the marginalized 
Dalits, Adivasis, and Muslims. Once cases of COVID-19 decrease and 
governments and NGOs are able to conduct their training and awareness-
generation programs, the needs of these vulnerable categories of people 
will have to be prioritized, and the needs of girls, if they are to escape 
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being married off  or sold to traffi  ckers, given even greater priority. Issues 
of religious discrimination cannot be politely brushed under the carpet; 
the social cost of such discrimination has to be discussed openly and dealt 
with. Deconstruction of the Muslim other will become important in 
NGO activities if they are to reduce stigma against the Muslim commu-
nity. It is essential to bridge the distance between the government and the 
marginalized for eff ective post-COVID-19 policies. Th e core principles 
of nondiscrimination, social justice, and equality should be the basis on 
which rehabilitation and redistribution plans are carried out.

Conclusion

To prevent the number of child marriages from escalating, it is important 
to identify who is vulnerable to this practice, based on identity and eco-
nomic considerations. Child protection schemes must be strengthened to 
eliminate child marriage and must be included in COVID-19 recovery 
and prevention plans. By providing cash and other economic handouts to 
vulnerable families and ensuring access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, it is possible to reduce the number of early marriages. State ini-
tiatives to prevent child marriage need to address the basic needs of those 
who are marginalized. Changes in the child marriage law are of secondary 
concern and need not be accorded priority right now. Th e need now is 
to strategize toward interventions that will bear realistic outcomes. Th e 
government has to refocus its attention and employ a gender-sensitive 
approach to rescue girls, particularly those coming from migrant workers’ 
families and marginalized groups. Saving families from economic ruin will 
mean saving some girls, at least, from early marriage, and this is of para-
mount importance.
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Note

1. Th e word Dalit translates to “oppressed.”
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