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FOREWORD

JUSTICE (R) NASIR ASLAM ZAHID
Chairperson, Legal Aid Society

In Surah Al-Bagarah, Verse No. 256, Allah
Almighty have stated:

“Let there be no compulsion in
religion, for the truth clearly from
falsehood.”

Islam calls for sharing its message with wisdom
and kind advice. In multiple verses of the Holy
Quran, it has been made clear that faith is a
personal journey, which should not be
enforced on others. Islam as a religion upholds
the freedom of belief and rejects any form of
coercion in the matters of faith. However, the
frequent occurrence of cases of Forced
Conversion and Forced Conversion through
Marriage presents a bleak picture of religious
freedom in Pakistan. The minor girls and
women from Religious Minority Communities
being the primary targets of Forced Conversion
and Forced Conversion through Marriage face
violence, intimidation, and social exclusion.

Since its inception in 2013, the Legal Aid
Society (LAS) has been working on
safeguarding and protecting the constitutional

and legal rights of the Religious Minority
Communities through different interventions,
including legislative reforms, policy
engagement, and dialogues. Through our
work, we have encountered several cases of
Forced Conversion and Forced Conversion
through Marriage, which have devastating
impacts, including physical, mental, and
psychological, on minor girls and women from
Religious Minority Communities.

So, it is timely and essential to present our
research report on the Drivers of Forced
Conversion through Marriage in collaboration
with the National Commission for Human
Rights (NCHR). The research report
demonstrates a comprehensive landscape, in
which the practice of Forced Conversion and
Forced Conversion through Marriage thrives
and persists. It identifies the motivations of the
perpetrators, which include religious zeal,
sexual gratification, and a drive for social
dominance, all of which violate the dignity and
autonomy of victims/survivors. It offers
concrete and actionable recommendations to
address this issue from reforming the legal
framework to providing rehabilitation services
for the victims/survivors.

| commend the researchers, contributors, and
everyone involved in this research report for
their dedication and perseverance. Their work
shines a light on an often-overlooked issue
and, importantly, provides us with a roadmap
to effect meaningful change. Together, we
must act to ensure that no person in Pakistan
based on their religious inclinations should
face persecution or coercion.

This research report is not just a call to action; it
is a declaration of our collective responsibility
to stand up for justice, freedom, and the
protection of all religious communities. It is our
hope that this research report will serve as a
blueprint for such efforts, mobilizing
stakeholders at all levels.
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FOREWORD

RABIYA JAVERI AGHA

Chairperson,
National Commission for Human Rights

The right to freedom of thought, conscience,
and religion is recognized in international
human rights conventions as well as enshrined
in the Constitution of Pakistan, 1973. The
freedom to profess, practice, and propagate
one’s religion is a cornerstone of personal
autonomy and dignity. However, the existence
and perpetuation of Forced Conversion and
Forced Conversion through Marriage in
Pakistan is a glaring violation of such universal
values and principles, which often target minor
girls and women from Religious Minority
Communities.

In this regard, it isimportant, crucial, and critical
to develop intellectual discourse on Forced
Conversion and Forced Conversion through
Marriage with the aim to raise awareness and
enhance the public consciousness on the
nuances, intricacies, and complexities of this
issue. | am delighted that the National
Commission for Human Rights (NCHR), which is
committed to promote and protect human
rights, including the freedom of religion,
collaborated with the Legal Aid Society (LAS),
to produce the research on drivers of Forced
Conversion through Marriage in Pakistan.

This report is a culmination of exhaustive
research, both primary and secondary,
detailed analysis, and thoughtful engagement
with the issue of Forced Conversion and
Forced Conversion through Marriages. It
analyzes a range of contributing factors,
including, social, cultural, political, economic,
and legal, which drives and facilitates the
practice of Forced Conversion and Forced
Conversion through Marriage in Pakistan. The
findings illustrates that such incidents do not
occur in isolation, but are embedded in
societal, structural, and systemic
discrimination and marginalization. The
recommendations advocate for robust
mechanisms to ensure that the survivors of
Forced Conversion and Forced Conversion
through Marriage have access to justice,
protection, and rehabilitation.

| extend my deepest appreciation and
profound gratitude to the research team, who
have worked with focus, dedication, and rigor
on this research report. It is not only
informative and though provoking but
inspires action. | hope that it will be beneficial
to mobilize stakeholders at local and national
level and initiate meaningful dialogue to curb
the issue of Forced Conversion and Forced
Conversion through Marriage.

| urge and request all stakeholders,
government officials, lawmakers, religious
leaders, and civil society, to use this report as a
tool for reform and advocacy. Let us join forces
to ensure that no one is ever forced to change
their faith, and that every person can exercise
their right to religious freedom without fear,
coercion, or discrimination.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Forced Conversion through Marriage (FCM) in
Pakistan is a pervasive and deeply entrenched
issue, primarily affecting minor girls and
women from Religious Minority Communities
(RMCs). Despite legal frameworks intended to
protect religious freedom, FCM persists due to a
complex interplay of socio-cultural, economic,
and political factors. This research aims to
unravel the drivers behind FCM, focusing on
how the minority status of RMCs heightens
their vulnerability, and the intersection of
gender, religion, and patriarchy within this
context.

FCM, often referred to as ‘manipulated’ or
‘unethical’ conversions, involves forcing
individuals to adopt a different religion under
duress or through enticement, typically for
marriage. In Pakistan, this often manifests as
women and girls  from  non-Muslim
communities converting to Islam solely for
purposes of marrying Muslim men. The study
reveals that FCM does not occur in isolation but
is part of a broader pattern of systemic
discrimination and marginalization,
exacerbated by patriarchal norms,
socioeconomic inequalities, and religious
intolerance.

The research highlights the importance of
understanding the concepts of ‘force’ and
‘consent’ in the context of FCM. Force is not
limited to physical violence but includes
psychological manipulation, societal
expectations, and economic vulnerabilities that
undermine genuine consent and well-informed
decision making. The study categorizes FCM
into eight scenarios: willful, for shelter, induced,
fraudulent, out of greed, exploitative, under
duress, and forceful, demonstrating the
multifaceted nature of this issue.

Primary data collected through Key Informant
Interviews (KlIs) and In-Depth Interviews (IDls)

with survivors, combined with secondary
sources, reveal the intricate fusion of
socio-cultural realities, religious fanaticism,
power dynamics, and control over women's
bodies in cases of FCM. Perpetrators, often
driven by ideological convictions such as
religious obligation or patriarchal dominance
justifying sexual grooming, face little to no
legal, moral, or social repercussions due to
weak investigations, deficient prosecutions,
and support from local power structures.

The research identifies the heightened
susceptibility of women and girls from RMCs to
FCM, pinpointing socio-cultural, economic, and
political factors that increase the risk of
targeted victimization. These factors diminish
their autonomy, expose them to exploitation,
and perpetuate cycles of abuse, poverty, and
limited access to education.

The impacts of FCM are severe, with survivors
suffering from psychological trauma, physical
and sexual abuse, and social stigmatization.
This practice not only devastates individuals
but also undermines the fabric of communal
solidarity and cultural heritage within RMCs,
eroding their ability to practice and propagate
their beliefs. At the societal level, FCM deepens
divisions, weakens the rule of law, and
exacerbates human rights violations,
particularly against RMCs and women.

The findings of this research are intended to
inform  policymakers,  Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs), and stakeholders in
developing targeted interventions to protect
RMCs and address this human rights violation.
Comprehensive legal reforms, effective
enforcement, and proactive measures are
essential to uphold human rights, promote
interfaith dialogue, and empower marginalized
communities, ultimately working toward a
more just and tolerant society in Pakistan.
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Trapped by Faith

Minor Girls and Women from
Religious Minority Communities
face coercion, losing their faith and
freedom to socio-cultural and
political pressures.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Forced Conversion through Marriage (FCM) is a
pervasive and deeply concerning issue in
Pakistan, manifesting as a complex interplay of
socio-cultural, economic, and political factors.
This phenomenon predominantly affects
religious minorities, particularly Hindu and
Christian women and girls, who are coerced
through different mechanisms into converting
to Islam and marrying Muslim men. Despite
constitutional and legal frameworks intended
to protect religious freedom and individual
rights, the practice persists, reflecting systemic
vulnerabilities and societal pressures. The State
is under obligation to protect the fundamental
rights of all persons including the freedom to
profess, practice, and propagate religion as
enshrined in Article 20 and right to equality as
under Article 25, guiding by the principles of
policy including the protection of the marriage
i.e., legal marriage, mother, and child as under
Article 35, and the legitimate rights and
interests of RMCs as under Article 36 of the
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan
1973.2 TThe Pakistan Penal Code 1860 (PPC)
recognises Forced Marriage (FM) as an
independent crime, with additional penalties
prescribed when a FM is committed with a
person from the Religious Minority
Communities (RMCs).® However, Forced
Conversion (FC), including FCM, is not a distinct
criminal offence.’” Previous attempts to pass
specific laws penalizing FC including FCM have
faced strong resistance from religious groups
and right wing circles, resulting in legislators

8 The Pakistan Penal Code, 1860, Article 498-B

refusing to pass this law."" Thus, prosecuting
FCM currently involves applying separate laws
on abduction, kidnapping, or wrongful
confinement, rather than recognizing it as one
holistic crime.

FCM does not occur in isolation. The targeted
victimization of women and girls from RMCs in
Pakistan is the outcome of decades of
institutionalized and systematic discrimination
and marginalization and violence.

“Religious minorities in Pakistan live
in a challenging environment.
Described as woefully small and
powerless, they endure a continuous
sense of terror and face numerous
social and political challenges.
Despite constitutional guarantees of
religious rights and social protection,
the situation for many religious
minorities has worsened over the past
few decades. They remain
disenfranchized and are not fully
involved in Pakistan's ‘political life.”

¢ The National Commission on the Rights of the Child (NCRC). (2021, December). Policy Brief on Forced Conversion with Recommendations After
Analysis of Arzoo Case, Pages 1-19, Available at: < https://ncrc.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/POLICY-BRIEF_NCRC__Forced_Conversion.pdf >
' The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 1973, Articles 20, 25, 35, and 36

""TTunio, Hafeez. (2023, August 23). Coerced Religious Conversions Continue in Sindh. The Express Tribune, Available at: <

https://tribune.com.pk/story/2432075/coerced-religious-conversions-continue-in-sindh > ;

Conversion Bill, 2019; The Criminal Law (Protection of Minorities) Bill, 2015
2 |bid (n 12), Page 841

The Protection of Persons against Forced Religious
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Within this context, it becomes important to
delve into, and understand, the multi-faceted
drivers of FCM in Pakistan. To achieve this, a
comprehensive and holistic approach is
essential to scrutinize the motivations of
perpetrators of FCM and the situational realities
of the survivors. This involves understanding
why perpetrators engage in FCM, as well as why
certain individuals are targeted and how these
events transpire.

Literature suggests that key factors leading to
the vulnerability of RMCs and their relegation
to a ‘minority identity’ in Pakistani society
include patriarchal norms, socio-economic
inequalities, and religious intolerance, all of
which contribute to an environment where
such coercion can thrive and is excused. ™
Patriarchal norms devalue the autonomy and
rights of women, positioning them as
subordinate to male authority. Socio-economic
and political inequalities render marginalized
communities,  particularly  RMCs, more
vulnerable to exploitation. Additionally,
religious intolerance, fueled by extremist
ideologies and societal prejudices, exacerbates
the targeting of minority groups.” For RMC
women, this results in being targets of double
discrimination i.e. being female and a member
of the RMCs. This deep-seated inequity has
created an environment where these
communities are persistently disadvantaged
and susceptible to coercive practices like FCM.

1.1. The ‘Otherization’ of Religious
Minorities & the Minority Identity Complex

Pakistan is a nation that is multi-religious,
multi-cultural, and multi-ethnic. Muslims
constitute the majority of the population, while
non-Muslims account for approximately 4%.
This is a stark decline from previous decades
due to mass emigration resulting from
institutionalised discrimination, systematic
marginalization, targeted violence and
increasing social intolerance. Religion is the
primary determinant of citizenship and
identity, with a strong emphasis on Islam in
defining ‘national identity! The distinction
between minority and majority religious
groups is a constitutional feature in Pakistan.
Article 260(3) (a) & (b) of the Constitution of
Pakistan defines ‘Muslims’ and ‘Non-Muslims’
and stipulates that non-Muslims cannot be the
President, the Head of the State, or the Prime
Minister, the Head of the Cabinet, of the
country.” Consequently, citizenship in Pakistan
is often divided into ‘Muslim’ and ‘non-Muslim’
categories, with Muslims holding greater
positions of power.

This binary categorization creates an
environment of ‘otherization’ for RMCs, where
non-Muslims face systemic exclusion and
diminished rights and violence. ‘Otherization’
involves viewing people within the same
society as either part of the ‘in-group’ or the
‘out-group, leading to an ‘us vs. them’ mindset
that marginalises the social identity of the
‘other’ and further denies their rights.'® This is
reflected in the government's policies across

'3 Ackerman, Reuben. (2018). Forced Conversions and Forced Marriages in Sindh, Pakistan, CIFORB, The University of Birmingham, Pages 1-44, Available
at:<https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/documents/college-artslaw/ptr/ciforb/forced-conversions-and-forced-marriages-in-sindh.pdf>
' International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) and Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP). (2015). Minorities Under Attack: Faith-based

Discrimination and Violence in Pakistan, Pages 1-23, Available at:

< https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/20150224_pakistan_religious_minorities_report_en_web.pdf >

'> The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 1973, Article 260(3) (a) & (b)

'6 Tahir, Kashmala. and Gilani, Mashal. (2022). Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices: Justice System’s Response to Legal Issues of Religiously Marginalized
Communities, The Legal Aid Society, Pages 1-42, Available at: < https://las.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/minorities-final-printble.pdf >
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