
Marriage Law – Some Key Facts 
 

 Each year there are approximately 250,000 marriages in England and Wales. 

 The Act of Parliament governing weddings, the Marriage Act 1949, has its roots in 
legislation passed in 1836 and reflects the needs of society at that time. The law has 
been adapted in a piecemeal fashion since then, but not comprehensively, and its 
historical development has introduced anomalies and unnecessary complexity. 

 The 1949 Act sets out a range of alternative forms of notice and ceremony; taking those 
together there are currently nearly 20 different paths into legal marriage. 

 The majority of weddings are now civil ceremonies taking place in register offices or 
“approved premises” such as stately homes, but religious organisations are also able to 
conduct legal weddings.  

 Although any group that has a registered place of religious worship is able to marry 
people, there are different rules for different groups and the system does not work well 
for some groups because it is based around a particular form of marriage in a religious 
building.  

 Non-religious belief organisations (such as the British Humanist Association) are not able 
to conduct legally binding wedding ceremonies with the result that couples who want to 
be married according to these beliefs have to have an additional civil ceremony in order 
to be legally married. 

 ‘Interfaith’ couples who do not share the same faith generally cannot have a legal 
wedding that reflects both of their beliefs. 

 There are other restrictions on how marriages have to be conducted that inhibit couples 
from celebrating in the way that they might like to; for example 

o marriages generally cannot take place outdoors in venues that might otherwise be 
suitable (such as a garden, a park or a beach); 

o there are restrictions on religious material in civil weddings such as readings and 
songs.  

 Other elements of the system appear outdated; for example, the system of notices is 
based on objection within the local community; records have to be handwritten in special 
books; and cheques of £2 are payable for returns to the registrar. 

 In some important respects the law is unclear; for example it is not certain what elements 
are and are not necessary for a legally binding marriage. 

 The law has recently been strengthened to protect against forced marriages and sham 
marriages. There are offences dealing with other aspects of marriage law but these are 
incoherent and rarely prosecuted. 

 There are a range of more up to date systems close to home; for example, Scotland 
updated its law in 2014 and the Republic of Ireland in 2012.  
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