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Abstract 

Early marriage is still a global concern, and Indonesia ranks second behind Cambodia in the number of 

early marriages within the ASEAN region. Despite the spread of technology and the influence of Western 

media, some Indonesian families, especially those who live in rural areas, continue to practice early 

marriage. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to understand the reasons behind early marriage 

based on the perspective of Indonesian women who were married before the age of 18. Based on a 

phenomenological approach, thirty women, ages 18-45, from the Madurese community in Situbondo, 

East Java participated in the study. Results showed that young Madurese women decided to get married 

for love and companionship, as well as for economic benefits and protecting the family’s honor. 

Participants also believed that cultural norms and values related to marriage, sexual purity, and gender 

expectations play a role in early marriage. Suggestions for future studies and community interventions 

are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

Over the past few decades, women have made some gains in education and labor force participation in 

Indonesia (OECD, 2019; Nobles & Buttenheim, 2008). Today, more women are delaying marriage to 

pursue their education and career goals (Ekoriano et al., 2023; Utomo, 2014). The average age of first 

marriage for men and women are increasing and more women are graduating from high school and 

attending tertiary education (OECD, 2019). Despite these gains, however, women, especially, young 

women in rural, ethnic communities continue to lag without opportunities due to early marriage. Early 

marriage refers to a matrimony where one of the partners is under the age of 18 with or without consent 

(United Nation, 1989). According to the UNFPA–UNICEF Global Program to End Child Marriage 

(2020), every year, 12 million women are married before the age of 18, and 650 million women today 

reported marrying as children. If this trend persists, global estimates project that by 2030 more than 120 

million women will marry before the age 18. Women living in South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and East 

Asia, especially those who live in rural areas, are most vulnerable to early marriage (McDougal et al., 

2018). Research suggests several factors that are accounting for early marriage around the globe, 

including socio-cultural and religious beliefs (Martin-Anatias, 2019; Sarwono, 2017), poverty and lack 

of education (Bennett, 2014; Rumble et al., 2018), gender roles and safety concerns (Pandey et al., 2019), 

and geography, especially living in rural areas (Rumble et al., 2018).   

Women who married early are facing with a myriad of problems, including health related risks (Sabbe et 

al., 2015), social and economic problems (McDougal et al., 2018; Solhi et al., 2021), educational 

disadvantages (Shaud & Asad, 2018), victims of child abuse (Verma & Nair, 2021), and marital 

dissolution (Widyastari et al., 2020). Specifically, research shows that early married women tend to have 

little to no decision-making power in their marital relationships (Knox, 2017; McDougal et al., 2018; 

Sabbe et al., 2015). As such, early marriage places young women at a higher risk for relational problems 

such as Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) (Amoah et al., 2021; Kidman, 2017; Verma & Nair, 2021) and 

divorce (Widyastari et al., 2020), as well as educational outcomes, including dropping out of school 

before completing high school (Bennet, 2014; Brown, 2012; Delprato & Akyeampong, 2017). It also 

heightens the risk of reproductive health issues, such as unintended and high-risk pregnancy, maternal 

mortality during childbirth (Gibbs et al., 2012), and sexually transmitted infections (Bennett, 2014; 

Sabbe et al., 2015; Shaud & Asad, 2018).  

Although the research on early marriage has focused on a multitude of factors such as culture, religion, 

education, poverty, geographical location, and parental circumstances, most of the studies tend to include 

people from Africa and South Asia (Bennett, 2014; Erfina et al., 2019; Grijns & Horii, 2018; Indriyati & 

Handayani, 2018; Laily et al., 2018; Muhith et al., 2018; Rumble et al., 2018). There are limited studies 

that investigate ethnic minoritized communities in Southeast Asia in general and the Madurese people 

living in Indonesia in particular (Rumble et al., 2018; Segal-Engelchin et al., 2015), especially about 

Madurese women’s perceptions of their lived experiences. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 

examine how Madurese early married women share their experiences about early marriage based on the 
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following research questions: Why did young Madurese women marry early, and how did Madurese 

women make meaning out of early marriage? 

1.1 Early Marriage in the Context of Madurese Community in Indonesia 

Indonesia is in Southeast Asia, located between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. It is the world’s 

largest island country, containing 17,504 islands and 34 provinces, and about the size of Alaska (735,358 

square miles vs. 663,267 square miles, respectively). Provinces in Indonesia are divided into regencies 

and cities, which in turn are subdivided into districts. Within the East Java province where the study took 

place, there are 29 regencies, 9 cities, and 666 districts. East Java is the second most populous province, 

with a population of 40,665,696 (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2020). Its population is ethnically diverse, 

including the Javanese, Madurese, Sundanese, and Chinese. However, the Madurese are the third-largest 

ethnic group. According to the 2010 national census data in Indonesia, the Madurese people make up 

3.03% of the country’s population, or around 7,179,356 people (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2011). About 96 

percent of the Madurese are Muslims (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2020) and many still live in poor households 

in rural areas (Badan Pusat Statistik Provinsi Jawa Timur, n.d.). For example, 56% of children in East 

Java live below the national poverty line (National household surveys, n.d.). Accessing to education, 

especially secondary education, is limited since poor parents prefer to keep their children, especially girls, 

home to help with their agriculture enterprises (Herawati & Rohmah, 2020; National household surveys, 

n.d.; Widyastari, 2020). As such, Madurese women tend to have less access to basic formal education and 

have lower literacy skills (De Jonge & Nooteboom, 2006). Research shows that lower educational 

attainment is positively related to early marriage. For example, the sub-district Sumbermalang in 

Situbondo where most Madurese reside has the lowest age at first marriage and highest prevalence rate 

(64%) of early marriage. One in four Madurese women married before the age of 16 (Jones, 2001; Sa’dan, 

2015). 

1.2 Determinants of Early Marriage in Indonesia 

The research on early marriage around the globe is extensive. In general, studies that investigate the 

underlying reasons for early marriage point to several multifaceted factors. First, studies found that girls 

from low-income families, who live in rural areas and lack access to education are more likely to get 

married before age 18 (Pandey et al., 2019; Rumble et al., 2018; Widyastari et al., 2020). For example, 

Berliana et al. (2018) analyzed the 2010 Census data in Indonesia and found that women with limited 

education were 7.25 times higher to marry early compared to women with a high school education. 

Further, they found that underprivileged women and women living in rural areas were also at higher risks 

to get married early or before age 18 than privileged and urban women. One study found that some 

parents married their daughters early because of the financial burden to care for them (Pandey et al., 

2019). 
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Second, girls from families that adhere to specific cultural beliefs are more likely to get married early 

(Martin-Anatias, 2019; Sarwono, 2017; Pandey et al., 2019; Suhariyati et al., 2019). For example, in the 

Javanese culture, most children are taught to adhere to adat, which refers to traditions, customs, norms, 

or practices of the community. Pandey et al. (2019) conducted 14 focus groups with adolescents and 15 

focus groups with parents in nine rural districts in India to explore reasons for early marriage and found 

that parents were worried about their daughters’ sexual purity and marriageability. Specifically, they 

were deeply concerned about their daughters’ pre-marital sexual activities that could shame the family 

and reduce her value on the marriage market. Widyastari et al. (2020) studied two families with three 

generations (grandmother, mother, and daughter) in Central Java, Indonesia and found that having 

daughters who could not be married and remained as a spinster was a real concern since a spinster ―was 

viewed as unqualified wife-to-be‖ in the culture (p. 256). 

Lastly, the interpretation of the Quran also has a considerable influence on how society views and 

practices marriage. In some Islamic communities, including the Madurese ethnic group, religious-based 

law serves as the most influential guideline to mate selection, marriage, and marital relationships. For 

example, women in the Javanese Muslim community are taught early in life to see men in general and 

husbands in particular as ―the Imam or leader of the family‖ (Widyastari et al., 2020, p. 559). As Platt 

(2017, p. 18) stated, the value and norms in Islam ―permeate‖ individuals’ daily experience, including 

how they understand the concept of a relationship between a husband and wife, as well as the gender 

roles that are prescribed in the Quran (Martin-Anatias, 2019; Uddin, 2015).  

 

2. Methods 

Conducting cross-cultural research requires an in-depth understanding of the culture, and a 

phenomenological method was chosen to guide our sampling, interview questions, and analysis. 

Phenomenology is a method developed by Edmund Husserl (Wertz, 2005) to examine human 

experiences, especially the everyday, taken-for-granted reality. It tries to understand how individuals 

make sense of or assign meanings to different aspects of their lives (Daly, 2007). This method fits well 

with the current study since the participants were from an ethnic minority community that values oral 

traditions, adheres to religious teaching, and have limited experience taking surveys.  

2.1 Site 

The research site selected for this study is located in a sub-district of East Java that has the highest 

prevalence rates (64%) of early marriage in Indonesia. It is a sub-district of Sumbermalang (UNICEF, 

2016). Sumbermalang is a sub-district in Situbondo Regency, East Java, Indonesia. This sub-district is 

about 55 km from the capital of Situbondo Regency to the southwest. Most of the Sumbermalang region 

is located on the slopes of the Argapura Mountains. It has nine villages: Alas Tengah, Baderan, Kalirejo, 

Plalangan, Sumber Argo, Taman, Taman Sari, Taman Kursi, and Tlogosari. The population of the 

Sumbermalang sub-district is about 26,352 and 99.99% of them are Muslims (BPS, 2019), and 

―Madurese people make up about 95% of that population‖ (K. Mawardi, Sub-district Secretary Office, 
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personal communication, May 11, 2019).  

2.2 Procedures 

In 2019, the first author, who is an Indonesian, traveled to nine villages (Alas Tengah, Baderan, Kalirejo, 

Plalangan, Sumberargo, Taman, Taman Sari, Tamankursi and Tlogosari) in the Sumbermalang 

sub-district to recruit Madurese women for the study. To be respectful to the local community, the Mudin 

was contacted first to ask for his assistance and connections. The Mudin is a representative appointed by 

villagers to oversee family activities and events such as childbirth ceremonies, weddings, or funerals in 

the neighborhood. As the village leader, the Mudin has access to most villagers’ contact information. 

After the Mudin agreed to help with the study, a letter written in Bahasa Indonesia was sent to 36 eligible 

village women. To be eligible to participate in the study, women must be 18 years old or older at the time 

of the study and married before 18 years old. Thirty-three participants contacted the researcher after 

receiving the letter; however, three refused to participate after learning more about the study. Of the 30 

participants who agreed to participant in the study, 24 were women married before age 18 and 6 were 

mothers to at least an adult child who married before age 18. Prior to the interview, a consent form was 

read to each participant, including the disclosure of the honorarium (IDR150,000 or $10 U.S. dollars in 

cash) for participating in the study.  

2.3 Participants’ Characteristics  

Thirty Madurese women from nine villages in the Sumbermalang sub-district participated in this study. 

Twenty-four were classified as women who married before age 18, and 6 were mothers who have early 

married daughters. On average, 20 (83%) early married participants reported that they were married 

before age 18 and still married at the time of the study, three (13%) were married before age 18 but were 

divorced and remarried, and one (4%) participant reported marrying before age 18 but was divorced at 

the time of the study. The mean age of the first marriage was 15.75 years old (SD=1.18) and 19.42 years 

old (SD=2.78) for their spouses. Eleven of them (45.83%) reported that their marriages were arranged by 

their parents and 13 (54.16%) indicated that their marriages were ―their own choice‖ or free-choice 

without parental arrangement (see Table 1). Most of them (n=19) stopped pursuing their education after 

primary school. Only six graduated from junior-secondary school. After marriage, 14 of the 24 

participants became homemakers, and the rest of them decided to work as farmers or crafters (see Table 

2). Regarding the six mothers of early married women, five (83%) reported that they were married at the 

time of the study. Only one person reported being divorced and remarried. The average age of these 

mothers’ first marriage was 15.67 years old (SD=4.13), and the age of first marriage for their spouses was 

22 years old (SD=2.75). Five of them (83%) reported that their marriage was arranged and one (17%) 

reported that her marriage was by choice. Only 3 participants finished primary school (See Table 1). 
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Table 1. Participants’ Aggregated Characteristics 

Characteristics N Mean SD 

Early Married Women 24 
  

Age 
 

21.8 3.9 

Age at First Marriage 
 

15.8 1.2 

Husband (or ex)’s Age at First Marriage 
 

19.4 2.8 

Type of Marriage 
   

Arranged 11 
  

Free-choice 13 
  

Marital Status 
   

   Married 20 
  

   Divorced 1 
  

   Re-married 3 
  

Employment 
   

   Employed 1 
  

   Unemployed (housewife) 14 
  

   Self-employed (fish box craftsman) 5 
  

   Farmer 4 
  

Education 
   

   Some Primary School 2 
  

   Completed Primary School 8 
  

   Some Middle School 3 
  

   Completed Middle School 6 
  

   Some High School 2 
  

   Completed High School 3 
  

    
Mothers of Early Married Women 6 

  
Age 

 
40.8 4.6 

Age at First Marriage 
 

15.7 4.1 

Husband (or ex)’s Age at First Marriage 
 

22 2.7 

Types of Marriage 
 

  

Arranged 5   

Free-choose  1   

Marital Status 

 

  

   Married 5   

   Divorce 0   
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   Re-married 1   

Employment 
 

  

   Employed 1   

   Unemployed (housewife) 0   

   Self-employed (fish box craftsman) 2   

   Farmer 3   

Education 
 

  

   Some Primary School 0   

   Completed Primary School 3   

   Some Middle School 2   

   Completed Middle School 0   

   Some High School 0   

   Completed High School 1   

 

2.4 Interviews 

Based on the phenomenological method (Daly, 2007), all interviews were conducted face-to-face in 

participants’ homes or at places that were convenient to them. To be attuned to the culture, all interviews 

began with these questions, ―How are you? What do you usually do this time if I am not here?‖ These 

questions allowed the researcher to connect with the participant before the interview. Once the 

connection was made, the following sample questions and probes were asked: ―Can you tell me a little bit 

about your marriage? What is the meaning of marriage? Why did you decide to get married and at what 

age? What is like to get married before age 18? What is your experience like?‖ All interviews were 

conducted in the Indonesian national language, Bahasa Indonesia, a language most Madurese speak. 

Each interview lasted 90 minutes and was audio and video recorded for later analysis.   

2.5 Transcriptions 

The transcription process involved six individuals, including the first author, three Indonesian graduate 

students from the university, and two Indonesian-English sworn translators. All individuals were fluent 

in English and Bahasa Indonesia, and one person was fluent in Madurese. First, the first author 

transcribed all recorded audio interviews in Bahasa Indonesia, an official and national language of 

Indonesia. Idioms expressed by the participants in Madurese were noted and the two sworn translators 

who are fluent in Madurese language were asked to listen to the audio to clarify their meanings. Next, 

13% of the transcriptions were randomly selected to the three trained graduate students to verify (i.e., to 

listen to the interviews and read the transcripts) to ensure the transcriptions were accurate.  

 

 

 

 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/jar                  Journal of Asian Research                     Vol. 7, No. 4, 2023 

29 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

2.6 Data Analysis 

All transcripts were analyzed using a content analysis method that is commonly used in 

phenomenological studies (Özyiğit, 2017). According to Özyiğit (2017), data analysis tends to follow the 

following five steps: preparation for analysis, draft coding, coding, organization of the data, and 

reporting. First, during the initial step, preparation for analysis, the first author created pseudonyms for 

every participant’s transcript to hide their identity and assigned each participant an identification number 

for reference. Next, during the draft coding step, transcriptions were read one at a time first to gain a 

deeper understanding of the overall interview. Then, each transcript was re-read again for the second 

time to make notes on specific meaning units (Note 1). Meaning units were cut and pasted into a 

codebook, along with the specific texts or quotations that reference specific paragraphs, page numbers, 

and participants by pseudonyms. Third, during the coding phase of the analysis, quotations and meaning 

units were read again and similar meaning units were grouped together to create themes and subthemes. 

To enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis, two randomly selected transcripts were assigned to three 

trained graduate students who are fluent in English and Bahasa Indonesia to code using the same protocol. 

Meaning units of the two transcripts from the first and three graduate students were compared and 

discussed when discrepancies arise. Fourth, during the organization of the data step, quotations used to 

illustrate the themes and subthemes were re-read again to ensure they do not capture the same themes and 

subthemes. Themes and subthemes related to the two research questions were cut and pasted into the 

final table, which includes quotations used to highlight the themes or subthemes and the frequency 

counts. Lastly, to report the results, themes and subthemes that received the most frequency counts were 

selected to be reported. In order to honor the voices of the participants, Table 2 was created to show the 

specific information about each participant using their pseudonyms. 

 

Table 2. Participants’ Individual Characteristics 

ID Pseudonym Age Education 

Age of 

first 

marriage 

Marital 

status 
Occupation Role 

1 Magnolia 22 Some Elementary School 15 married Farmer Early married woman 

2 Aren 40 Some Elementary School 17 re-married Farmer 
Mother of early married 

woman 

3 Dandelion 18 Junior High School 17 married Crafter Early married woman 

4 Cendana 38 Elementary School 12 married Farmer 
Mother of early married 

woman 

5 Lotus 23 Elementary School 16 married Crafter Early married woman 

6 Randhu 35 Elementary School 12 married Crafter 
Mother of early married 

woman 
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7 Jati 40 Some Elementary School 14 married Crafter 
Mother of early married 

woman 

8 Bougainville 18 Elementary School 15 married Homemaker Early married woman 

9 Oak 44 Some Elementary School 16 married Farmer 
Mother of early married 

woman 

10 Sunflower 20 Junior High School 15 married Homemaker Early married woman 

11 Alamanda 25 Elementary School 16 married Homemaker Early married woman 

12 Lily 26 Elementary School 17 married Homemaker Early married woman 

13 Crisan 24 Elementary School 13 married Crafter Early married woman 

14 Jasmine 35 Some Elementary School 17 married Farmer Early married woman 

15 Lavender 28 Elementary School 14 re-married Farmer Early married woman 

16 Daisy 22 Elementary School 16 married Farmer Early married woman 

17 Gardenia 19 Some Senior High School 16 married Homemaker Early married woman 

18 Peony 19 Junior High School 17 married Homemaker Early married woman 

19 Poppy 19 Elementary School 13 married Crafter Early married woman 

20 Primrose 20 Some Junior High School 16 married Homemaker Early married woman 

21 Maple 48 Senior High School 23 married 
Office 

employee 

Mother of early married 

woman 

22 Rose 18 Some Junior High School 16 married Homemaker Early married woman 

23 Dahlia 18 Some Junior High School 16 married Homemaker Early married woman 

24 Amarylis 20 Junior High School 17 married Homemaker Early married woman 

25 Marygold 20 Junior High School 16 married Homemaker Early married woman 

26 Lilac 22 Some Senior High School 17 married 
Pre-K 

teacher 
Early married woman 

27 Buttercup 22 Senior High School 15 married Homemaker Early married woman 

28 Aster 21 Senior High School 17 re-married Homemaker Early married woman 

29 Cherryblossom 23 Senior High School 16 re-married Crafter Early married woman 

30 Flamboyan 21 Junior High School 15 Divorced Homemaker Early married woman 

 

3. Results 

This study aimed to explore two primary questions: Why did young Madurese women marry early, and 

how did Madurese women make meaning out of early marriage? Our analysis found four major themes 

emerged from participants’ explanations about the reasons they decided to get married at an early age, 

and two themes appeared to speak directly to the meanings women constructed to explain the practice 

and perpetuation of early marriage. Note that when quotations were included to illustrate the subthemes, 

the role of the participants (an early married woman participant vs. a mother of an early married daughter) 

was specified with their assigned pseudonyms.  
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3.1 Reasons to Get Married Early 

3.1.1 Marriage for Love, Happiness, and Companionship 

Love, happiness, and companionship were the most common phrases participants (72% of the cases) 

used to express their reason to marry early. First, participants mentioned love (cinta), even though the 

majority of the participants’ marriages were arranged (53.3%). Gardenia, an early married woman 

participant, shared her story of how she felt in love with her husband and wanted to marry him this way:  

Because of love, if I think about it again, getting married early is hard. I didn’t even 

finish my study in senior high school, so it’s hard for me to find a proper job. The 

point is love is blind. I didn’t think about it thoroughly before... [however] I am 

happy because I have someone who looks after me and who always accompanies 

me. I feel safe to tell everything to my husband. 

Besides love, participants (72% of the cases) also admitted that the main reason they wanted to get 

married, even at a young age, was happiness (kebahagiaan). These participants said that being with 

someone they love made them happy, and there was no reason to postpone the marriage, as long as both 

of them were in love. As Magnolia, an early married woman participant, stated:  

We didn’t date back then. He was my parents’ choice, not mine. I was 15 years old 

when we got married... We both loved each other, even though he was not my own 

choice but my parents’. I was happy. Now, I have a child, and I’m happy. 

When participants talked about love and happiness, they also mentioned companionship. According to 

the participants, they were happy because they had someone to accompany them, either to talk to about 

their future plans together, share their experiences, or help in life, especially in the family and the farm. 

Oak, who also married young but now is a mother to a married daughter, said the reason for her 

daughter’s marriage was to have someone there to talk to her: ―If she is married, she will be able to 

discuss [her plans] with her partner. If she stays single, she won’t have a partner to share her problems 

with.‖ 

3.1.2 Acceptance of Arranged Marriage  

About 33% of the participants talked about their arranged marriage without any input in the process. 

Some of these participants emotionally stated that their parents did not tell them about their arranged 

engagement until a few weeks prior to the marriage ceremony. Sandalwood, an early married woman 

participant, said,  

I was betrothed to him [husband] by my parents when I was still in the sixth grade 

in elementary school. Of course, I was shocked. Three months later, we got married. 

I was afraid I might not be able to eat and work [carry out household chores] 

properly. 
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Another woman participant, Teaktree, also shared her story by saying, ―At first, I didn’t know my 

husband. I just knew him after we got engaged. Two months later, we got married. I used to dislike him 

since he was my parents’ choice. I used to be afraid of my husband‖. However, most of the participants’ 

stories seemed to suggest that agreeing to marry someone who was chosen by their parents showed that 

they were good daughters—being obedient, respectful, and reserved. Although arranged marriage was 

not the preferred way for these participants, they also said that eventually, they learned to like their 

husbands as stated by Crisan, an early married woman participant:  

My parents had betrothed me since I was 8 or 9 years old. After graduating from 

elementary school, we got married. I was betrothed when I was still young, so I felt 

I wasn’t ready. However, my parents convinced me to continue our engagement. I 

have become interested in him [husband] since then. 

3.1.3 Marriage for Economic Reasons  

In addition to love and arranged marriage, 27% of the participants also talked about economic benefits as 

a reason for marrying early. These participants’ stories shared a common theme about their impoverished 

conditions while living with their biological parents. To them, the way out of poverty was through 

marriage. They reasoned that when married, they could work to help their husbands or have an employed 

husband to support them. As Sandalwood, an early married woman participant, stated, ―When I was a 

child, I was very poor, and it was difficult to afford enough food to eat. But since I have my husband, we 

can earn money for our needs. My life becomes better‖. Another woman participant with a similar 

experience, Bougainville, said: 

Most people think that getting married at a young age makes us always depend on 

our parents, but my husband is exceptional. He works on his own... and he is able to 

give money to his wife and child. He does not depend on my parents.  

3.2 Making Sense of Early Marriage in the Community 

To address the second research question, we examined the underlying explanations for the perpetuation 

of early marriage in the participants’ community. Based on the analysis, two intertwined cultural values 

(marriage and sexual purity) emerged to help make sense of early marriage.   

3.2.1 Marriage is the Goal for Girls 

According to the participants, early marriage is not a stigma in the community since getting daughters to 

be married is the goal. As such, girls were trained at a young age to be good wives. A good wife is 

someone who is obedient, patient, reliable, and responsible. She knows how to take care of the house, 

cook, run errands, and care for her husband. Once a girl possesses these traits and learns all the skills, she 

is ready to be married regardless of her age. According to 53% of the participants, whenever the 

neighbors saw any young women that seem to be mature, they would urge them to get married. They 

rarely consider other factors such as her mental age, health, financial and psychological conditions, as 

well as her personal desires to get married. Lavender said, ―Here, people look at their appearances. If 

physically they look big enough, then they will be married, even though they are still young‖. Palmtree, 
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another participant, also agreed: ―If women are not married early, it will be so hard for them to get 

someone to marry. Also, it is better to get married early than to get pregnant out of wedlock‖.  

3.2.2 Sexual Purity is Valued 

To be a good marriage prospect in a tight-knit community, the sexual purity of girls is utmost important. 

According to 53% of the participants, women who are virgin, young, and obedient tended to be more 

attractive as marital prospects. They are more likely to be treated with respect, and parents tend to gain a 

good reputation from their chastity. Maple, a mother of one of the participants, explained the reason 

behind this value this way:  

A woman is like a pearl or a diamond, pretty and beautiful, but only one crack 

[because she loses her virginity] can make it worthless. That’s why, we, as parents, 

not only have to pray for our daughters but also make a big effort to protect them. 

Therefore, protecting girls’ sexual purity is a top priority for parents and for others in the community. 

Participants talked about how their parents monitored and shielded them from interacting with boys 

during their adolescence. For example, they stated that their parents expected them to stay home, help 

their mothers care for the family, and avoid contact with the opposite sex. As they matured physically and 

began to menstruate, their parents’ worries seemed to grow and became more controlling. As such, they 

were subjected to stay home most of the time with limited opportunities to be outside with their friends. 

When they were allowed to be outside, members of the community also kept an eye on them and spread 

gossip around, especially on those who violated this cultural norm. As Dandelion stated:  

I had to be more careful if I wanted to hang out with my friends. My neighbors 

would start making rumors if I hung out with someone else but my fiancé… We 

[she and fiancé] were allowed to hang out together, but we were prohibited from 

hanging out at night, or our neighbors would start making rumors. 

Failing to train girls properly and protecting them from the gossip of the community could decrease their 

chance of getting married, especially before the age of 18. Participants stated that girls who postponed or 

did not get married before graduating from high school tended to be labeled as ―spinsters‖. According to 

Sandalwood, an early married woman participant, ―Any woman who stays single will be called a spinster 

here [in the community]. But, once we’re married, we will have someone to protect us [from the label]‖. 

Being labeled as a spinster seemed to motivate young women to conform to the norm of getting married 

early. It also pressured parents to arrange their daughters to marry early when a suitable match is found to 

avoid the spinster label. Palmtree, another mother, said, ―If women were not married early, it would be so 

hard for them to get someone to marry them‖. Similarly, Amaryllis and Bougainville, early married 

women participants, shared their experiences as follows:  

Before I got married, even my aunt kept mocking me. She said a ―big girl‖ should 

be married even though I was still in seventh grade. Even my father was hostile 

[towards me] because I didn’t want to get married yet (Amaryllis). 

They’re okay with it [early marriage], [so] they will gossip about every woman who 
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is still single. They might as well gossip about me since I used to run away [with my 

boyfriend]. Even my sister, who went out to her boyfriend's house for one day, got 

her own gossip, let alone myself (Bougainville). 

 

4. Discussion 

Given the high prevalence rates of early marriage, this study examines the reasons and meanings of early 

marriage from a small group of Madurese women living in Sumbermalang sub-district, Indonesia. To 

answer the first research question, our results found that more than half of the Madurese women in this 

study (53.3%) report that their marriages were arranged by their parents. Although arranged marriage is 

not a preferred way for these participants, they believe their parents made the right decision to match 

them to their husbands. Some participants talk about the difficulty of adjusting to the marital relationship 

in the beginning, but most report that they eventually adjust to the marriage and develop an attraction to 

their spouses; a finding that has been found in a study with diverse, multinational samples (Epstein et al., 

2013). Surprisingly, however, we found none of the participants talk about regrets or share any 

resentment about their marriages. Most of them state that they are happy to find a lifelong companion and 

believe their lives are much better after marriage. For example, 27% of the participants indicate that their 

lives have improved financially after marriage due to their husbands’ employment. This finding is 

different from what other studies have found concerning the financial consequence of early marriage 

(Bajracharya & Amin, 2012; Bawono et al., 2019; Bennet, 2013; Niehof, 1985; Raj 2010; Santhya et al., 

2006), partly because the husbands of the participants in this study are much older (mean ages=20.5 for 

men; 15.7 for women) and are more likely to be employed outside of the home. On the average, research 

shows that employed men are more likely to support their wives and meet their cultural expectations as 

the family provider (Utomo, 2014). 

To address the second research question, the results suggest that parents’ goal for their daughters is to get 

married and become a good wife. To achieve this goal, young girls are socialized to learn the 

responsibilities and qualities of a good wife early in life and be restricted to the home to maintain their 

innocence, including their sexual purity. The sexual purity of the girl seems to tie directly to her worth 

and value in the marriage market, especially in a community that still values arranged marriage such as 

the Madurese who live in rural areas (Dariyo & Tumanggor, 2022). For example, our findings suggest 

that women who are young and virgin are more attractive to marriage, especially to older men who are 

already have a job. These young women are more likely to be treated with respect and have a better 

chance for marriage proposals (Bawono et al., 2019; Bennet, 2019; Harahap, 2019). Conversely, girls 

who engage in pre-marital sex or get pregnant before marriage not only lose their value, but also be 

frowned upon, and this shame usually goes beyond the girl to her family, extended family members, and 

the surrounding neighbors (Karisyati & Hadi, 2017). For instance, most participants indicate that being 

single after the age of 18 tends to raise others’ suspicion about a woman’s quality and sexuality. Some of 

the participants report of being labeled as a spinster, unsaleable maiden, or an expired commodity (ta 
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paju lake); a finding that is consistent with other studies (Bawono et al., 2019; Jannah, 2012; Susanti, 

2018).  

4.1 Contributions to the Literature 

In sum, based on the stories, experiences, and interpretations of the 30 participants, this study contributes 

to the literature in three ways. First, the study found 46.7% of the participants married by their own 

choice based on love and happiness. Although we do not know the extent to which their parents were 

involved in their marriages or how much their parents accepted this type of marriage, none of the 

participants talk about their parents’ reactions to their marriages negatively. This seems to suggest that 

the Madurese community is also open to a free-choice marriage if children are in love with one another, 

and this finding is in line with the changing marital attitudes in Indonesia in general (Suyanto et al., 2023). 

Of course, given the limitations of this study (convenient sample and small sample size), future studies 

need to investigate this alternative marriage mode further to support its generalizability to the whole 

Madurese community. Second, despite what the research said about the nature and consequences of early 

arranged marriage (Amoah et al., 2021; Widyastari et al., 2020), participants in this study seem to have a 

positive experience with their husbands. Only 17% of the participants (n=5) report of getting a divorce 

from their first husbands (see Table 2), and none of them share any evidence of abuse during the 

interview. Indeed, they believe they have found a companion in life who they can talk to, depend on, and 

sacrifice for. Some participants believe their financial situations are getting better as a result of their 

marriage, while others believe their marriage saves them from the community gossip and the potential 

harassment from other men. Although this finding is encouraging, it is advisable not to generalize it to the 

whole Madurese community since the sample is based on a convenient sampling approach and the 

participants in this study chose to be in the study. More studies are still needed to investigate this finding 

to learn more about the nuances and complexities of arranged marriage in the Madurese community.  

Lastly, the goal for girls in rural Madurese communities where accessing to education (National 

household surveys, n.d.) and employment (OECD, 2019) is limited seems to be one of the main reasons 

for sustaining early marriage. For instance, in a community where early marriage is the norm (Sa’dan, 

2015) and the community is small, it is difficult for parents not to conform to adat, which refers to 

traditions, customs, norms, or practices of the community. Given the context (rural) and adat of the 

community, the pressure to conform is the reality for most parents, since there is little incentive for 

parents to encourage their daughters to obtain a higher education. As discussed by the participants, the 

longer the daughter stays single, the more risks she will face regarding her sexuality and 

marriageability. As such, the sooner the daughter is married, the better it is for her and her family. This 

cultural nuance is crucial to efforts created by outsiders to mitigate the ―problem‖ of early marriage. 
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4.2 Research Directions and Implications 

Our study offers a unique perspective about the lived experience of early marriage for Madurese women 

living in a specific geographic and cultural community in rural Indonesia. Results underscore the 

importance of paying close attention to cultural context when examining this phenomenon. It was clear 

that for the women in our study, the experience of early marriage is deeply embedded in long-held and 

continually reinforced cultural traditions, values, and practices. Conducting similar studies on early 

marriage in additional geographically and culturally diverse communities will add to a more nuanced 

understanding of the phenomenon. We believe this type of understanding can be used to co-create 

culturally attuned initiatives to change early marriage on the ground up instead of using governmental 

and/or statistical data to build programs based on a top-down approach.  

Although our study, along with most studies on early marriage, tend to include only women in the 

samples, arranged and early marriages also affect young men. We need more research to understand 

young men’s experiences as well. Additionally, studies examining the relationship dynamics of 

early-married couples and their relationships with their extended families are also needed since marriage 

is not between two individuals but between two families. To date, the majority of policies and projects 

designed by the Indonesian government to reduce early marriage tends to focus on increasing access to 

education (compulsory education) to reduce poverty. We suggest that these policies and programs 

incorporate the cultural contexts of rural ethnic communities as we have found in this study. For example, 

a focus on young girls’ education can only be effective if girls have choices to delay marriage without the 

pressure and stigma of the community, and parents and the community are willing to accept girls’ 

autonomy and the choices they make. Without a holistic approach to bring in changes at the community 

level, empowering young girls to delay marriage could only isolate them and put them at a greater risk to 

ridicule. 
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Note 

Note 1. Meaning units usually are phrases taken directly from the transcripts or labels created by the 

coder to capture a particular idea. 

 

 


