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Forced Marriage and Marital Captivity:

Recognising and Addressing Interconnected Forms of

Violence in Europe

Forced marriage and marital captivity are distinct yet interconnected forms of violence
against women and girls that remain underrecognised across Europe. While forced
marriage involves coercion into a union without free and full consent, marital captivity
describes the ongoing entrapment of those who cannot exit a religious or informal
marriage, even when they clearly wish to do so.

In this webinar, Femmes for Freedom shares insights from the Netherlands—the first

country to recognise marital captivity—and offers practical guidance for organisations

across Europe.

Forced marriage is recognised under EU Directive 2024/1385 on Violence Against
Women and Domestic Violence as a serious violation of fundamental rights, including
physical integrity, freedom, autonomy, and health. Marital captivity, however, lacks
legal recognition in most European countries, leaving the psychological, financial, and
legal consequences largely unaddressed.

These two forms of violence exist on a continuum: a woman or girl may be forced into
marriage and subsequently held captive within it. Both violate women's and girls’ rights
to make decisions about their bodies, relationships, and futures, and both
disproportionately affect those who may only be able to seek help years later, once
they have reached adulthood and are no longer under the control of those who
coerced them.

Femmes for Freedom will discuss the Dutch approach, available support services, and
European developments, bringing these issues to the forefront of policy and practice.
Participants will gain concrete tools to identify, document, and address both forms of
violence within their own contexts.
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= Agenda

11:00 — 11:10 | Introduction by WAVE Office

11:10 — 12:00 | Discussion by Shirin Musa & Susan Leclercq
12:00 — 12:25 | Group discussion and Q&A

11:10 — 12:00 | Closing

= Speakers

Shirin Musa is the Director of the WAVE member organisation, Femmes for Freedom.
She coined, defined, and introduced the concept of marital captivity — a situation in
which women are unable to terminate their religious marriage — in Dutch society and
politics. She successfully campaigned for an expanded definition of forced marriage.
Due to this, denying women the right to a religious divorce was recognised as a
criminal act in the Dutch Penal Code, which led to an important legislative change in
the Civil Code. Shirin was also the driving force behind the creation of the Dutch
Forced Marriage Unit, the improvement of the women’s shelters, better assistance to
victims of genital mutilation, and revising measures related to hymen checks and
operations.

Susan Leclercq is the incoming Advocacy Advisor at Femmes for Freedom. FFF’s goal
is to achieve formal recognition of marital captivity and marital exploitation at the EU
level and to ensure their integration into the policy agendas of both the European
Union and its member states. Before joining FFF, Susan worked at the Amsterdam
Law Hub as project manager on a range of projects aimed at improving access to
justice, especially in disadvantaged neighbourhoods for migrant and low-income
women. She founded free legal-advice services for women in different cities which
reflect a core feminist belief: that justice must be accessible, community-rooted, and
responsive to women's lived realities.



