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Tackling the Uncomfortable Truth of Forced 
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The Chairman Senate and Speaker National Assembly of Pakistan constituted a 
joint Parliamentary Committee to Protect Minorities from Forced Conversions on 
21st November 2019. This Committee comprises 22 cross-party members of the 
Senate and National Assembly which includes eight Hindu and Christian 
parliamentarians. One expects this exercise to entail measures and outcomes 
that will engender a greater sense of security and protection of life, liberty and 
dignity among members of religious minority communities in Pakistan.  
 
In order to dispense this tall responsibility the Committee shall need; an informed 
input involving independent investigations; the stakeholder’s versions, 
importantly the victim’s account, media reportage, etc; The Committee would 
have to deal with intricate conceptual, legal and operational issues regarding 
forced conversions. Forced conversions are symptomatic of social, economic 
disparities and disregard for rule of law and legal equality. Therefore, any resolve 
to the problem would have to address the root causes as well. 
  
This paper seeks to bring forth the view-point informed by experiences of Civil 
Society Organisations (CSOs) working for protection and promotion of minority 
rights.  
 

1. What is Forced Conversion?  
Different terms such as, manipulated, unethical and forced conversions, have 

been used internationally to explain the involuntary change of faith identity 

under enticement, duress or coercion. The evidence at hand shows that the 

involuntary nature of action usually hinges on the vulnerabilities of the victim, 

owing to gender, age, or any vulnerability related to social and economic status.     

In the current context of Pakistan, the following elements and circumstances, in 

isolation or combination, have accompanied the forced conversions : 

a) Conversion involves a minor or a dependent, social or economic subordinate, 

or a physically or mentally challenged person; 

b) Conversion couples with instant marriage, usually into the dominant religion 

or sect; 

                                                           
1 This Working paper was prepared by Peter Jacob on behalf of Centre for Social Justice and Peoples Commission 
for Minorities Rights 29th November 2019.    
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c) Converted had to live away from their natural family or guardians on the 

pretext of conversion/marriage; 

d) The accused/defendant manipulates legal procedures including; trying to 

avoid, influence or interfere with the investigation procedures; avoid or  

influence judicial proceeding by absenting himself; gathering a mob during 

hearings; avoiding jurisdiction of the concerned court; leveling unreasonable 

allegations of threat to life, etc. ; producing conversion certificate and 

affidavits without legal basis, moreover, avoiding, counterfeiting, tempering 

or interfering with the examination of records of union c ouncil, school and 

church, NADRA etc. certificates. 

e) The court inquiry ignored or failed to; critically examine the marriage 

certificate, process of ascertaining age of the victim and the exercise of free 

will, and absence of coercion, or, failed to cross-check the evidence of age 

and conversion, and the profile of the party. 

f) The court failed to examine the marital status or failed to inquire about the 

consent of the first wife or is misinformed about it.  

g) Intrusive or unwelcomed invites to change ones relig ion, offering incentives 

or harassment or emotional blackmailing, etc. that entail a faith conversion  

h) UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, Asma Jahangir in her 

report to General Assembly in 20052 shed light on coerced in faith conversion 

stating in paras 52-54;  

i) “The Special Rapporteur wishes to re-iterate in this regard that States must 

ensure that the persons on their territory and under their jurisdiction, 

including members of religious minorities, can practise the religion or belief of 

their choice free of coercion and fear. If non -State actors interfere with this 

freedom, and especially the freedom to change or to maintain one’s religion, 

the State is obliged to take appropriate measures to in vestigate, bring the 

perpetrators to justice and compensate the victims (see also E/CN.4/2005/61, 

para. 42)”/   

j) “Finally, the Special Rapporteur notes that with regard to children, the choice 

of religion is restricted by the parents’ rights to determine their child’ religion 

up to an age where the child is capable of doing so on his/her own, in 

accordance with article 18, paragraph 4, of the Covenant3.” 

2. The Issue and Magnitude of Forced Conversion 

Forced conversions in Pakistan, typically involve girls and women from religious 

minorities, in the Sindh and Punjab provinces of Pakistan. Various organizations 
                                                           
2 A/60/399, https://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/religion/docs/A_60_399.pdf   
3 ICCPR Article 18 (4)The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the 
liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral education 
of their children in conformity with their own convictions.  
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have collected data on the issue using different methodology, different time 

window and research focus. Some of the data includes all conversions such as 

National (Catholic) Commission for Justice and Peace (NCJP) while other sources 

mainly focus gender based violations.    

• The data compiled by the NCJP in 2013 revealed that 1,733 faith conversions 

had been reported in the national media during 2000 and 2012. The 

converted women, men and children came from Hindu (726), Christian (605), 

Ahmadi (384), Sikh (3) and Kalashiya (2) faith backgrounds while the religion 

of 13 individuals was not specified in the news reportage.4 However, all 

reported conversions were to the majority religion (Islam).  

 

• !ccording to an investigative report “ around 60 Christians were converting to 
Islam every month in Lahore and surrounding areas during 2009-2011 owing 
to economic pressures, security, etc. 5 According to a study carried out by 
University of Birmingham at least 2866 cases of conversion involving women 
& girls were reported between January 2012 and June 2017 in Pakistan”;6  

 

• During 2018, the National Commission for Human Rights received 30 

complaints pertaining to violations of minorities rights which included a 

number of forced conversions.  

 

• In March 2019, conversion and marriage of two sisters Reena and Raveena  

offered some insights to the modes operandi of forced conversions. The 

culprits travelled to Punjab to avoid jurisdiction of a district courts in Sindh 

and then went on to Islamabad High Court with a petition about their safety 

and security. The Islamabad High Court, instead of remanding the case to the 

concerned district, allowed the girls to go with the alleged abductors, 

dismissing the application of the father of Reena and Raveena.7 A former 

member of the National Assembly, Mian Mithu of district Deharki 8 was 

reported to be behind manipulation of court procedures in this case. He is an  

influential linked to a shrine in Sindh and notorious for facilitating 

conversions to Islam. 

• The Peoples Commission for Minorities’ Rights (PCMR) and CSJ compiled the 
data of 159 incidents of forced conversion which took place during 2013  and 

                                                           
4 http://archive.paxchristi.net/MISC/2014-0247-en-ap-HR.pdf  
5 Aoun Sahi, The News International, 16 March 2011. 
6 A study by the University of Birmingham (Accessible at: https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college -
artslaw/ptr/ciforb/Forced-Conversions-andForced-Marriages-in-Sindh.pdf). 
7 Siobhan Heanue; “Hindu Sisters Reena and Raveena become face of forced religious conver sion in Pakistan;” 
ABC News. July 26, 2019. Website.  
8 Naya Daur; “Who is Mian Mithu?” Naya Daur; September 16, 2019; Website;  
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2019 which can be helpful in analyzing the issue and its locale. Additionally, 
16 girls have approached Sindh High Court seeking relief from such forced 
marriages which is yet another source to look at for solutions. (See 
Appendices).   

 

• According to CSJ monitoring desk 35 Christian women had subjected to 
abduction, rape and conversion, one girl was murdered on refusing to have a 
relationship, 10 were beaten by police and landlords, and four women had 
been falsely accused of committing blasphemy between January and 
November, 2019.  Dr. Nimarta Kumari, a Hindu student at Bibi Aseefa Dental 
College, Larkana was murdered in her hostel room  after being raped in 
September 2019.9 More appalling aspect of the tragedy is that her family, 
though agitated, refused to pursue the case due to apparent lack of 
confidence in the justice system of the country.     

 

• A Peoples’ Inquiry was held to look into the issue in Lahore in May 2019 
under the aegis of PCMR in May 2019 where the issue of bride trafficking to 
China was discussed as well.10 The jury was composed of Ms. Hina Jilani 
(Chairperson Jury), Ms. Khawar Mumtaz (Chairperson NCSW), Justice (R) 
Kailashnath Kolhi, Justice (R) Jamshed Rehmatullah, M Parkash (Advocate) .  

3. Forced Conversions and related violations 

In most cases, the victim is abducted and subjected to sustained physical and 

emotional abuse including allurement, violence or a threat of it, towards her 

loved ones and rape. The kidnapped girl, often minor, sometimes illiterate, is 

forced or allured to sign an affidavit of conversion and the marriage papers. 

These papers become a legal defense in any investigation or prosecution to claim 

that the faith conversion out of free will. The abducted girls face intimidation, etc. 

is denied contact with her family on the pretext that she is no more allowed by 

her husband to make a contact with the family.  

In April 2019, Justice Tariq Saleem Sheikh of the Lahore High Court ordered the 
custody of a 14-year-old Christian girl Charlotte Javed to her parents from a 
Muslim man in Faisalabad; The culprit Zafar ‘married’ the girl and produced a 
conversion certificate which stated that Charlotte had been renamed Ayesha 
after ‘willingly’ converting to Islam on February 20, 2019; The girl, however, when  
produced before the court by the police said that she had been abducted, sold, 
forcibly converted, and then forcibly married to the man. 11 

                                                           
9 https://pcmr.pk/wp -content/uploads/2019/06/Peoples-Inquiry-Report.pdf 
10 ibid 
11 https://www.pakistantoday.com.pk/2019/04/10/parents -get-custody-of-teenage-christian-girl-forcibly-
converted-to-islam/ 
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Members belonging to religious minority communities generally lack resources to 
afford a proper recourse to justice and often do not receive the protection 
required from state institutions. The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan 
reports that the police often turn a blind eye to reports of abduction and forced 
conversions thereby creating impunity for perpetrators. The police will often 
either refuse to record a First Information Report or falsify the information, 
thereby, denying families the chance to take their case any further. Both , the 
lower and higher courts of Pakistan have failed to follow proper procedures in 
cases that involve accusations of forced marriage and forced conversions. The 
judges are often subject to fear of reprisal from extremist elements, in other cases 
the judicial officers’ personal beliefs influence them into accepting the claims 
made that the woman/girl converted on her own free will.12 
Conservative mindset believes that converting someone to Islam entails Sawab 

(heavenly reward) which may be a reason why government and police show 

lethargy when it comes to cracking down on cases of forced conversions in 

Pakistan. Mass conversions sponsored by wealthy patrons and clerics are 

common.13 

Conclusively, the evidence in cases reported by families, media, application in the 
courts and verdict in Charlotte’s case, clearly show that abductions and forced 
conversions are one of the most serious problems  and threats facing Hindu and 
Christian women and girls.  
Technically, while the forced conversion is not a criminal offence, complaints 
have to be limited to abduction, etc. which often suffer from the neglect on part 
of the investigation and prosecution branches, particularly when the victim is 
poor, and a member of a religious minority.14 The age of the girl is often ignored. 
The girl/woman victim remains hostage of her kidnapper throughout the trial 
process where she is subjected to threats forcing her to deny her abduction and 
to make a statement  that she converted willingly.15 
 

4. The Certificate Business 

Many religious institutions, local mosques and seminaries routinely issue 
certificates of conversion beyond the scope of any law (Appendices). Religious 
zeal of the aforementioned institutions fails them to assess the element of 
coercion in the conversion, confirm the age of the so called bride and presence of 
a crime. Some of the institutions also encourage proselytizing the members of 

                                                           
12 HRCP, Belief and relief access to justice for religious minorities (Human Rights Commission of 
Pakistan, 2014) p. 11. http://hrcp-web.org/hrcpweb/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Access-tojustice- 
for-religious-minorities-Expert-Group-Report.pdf, 
13 !khlaq Ullah Tarar; “Forced Conversions;” Dawn; March 31, 2019; Website;   
14 https://www.dawn.com/news/1515863   
15 Sameen Khan; “Forced conversion, marriage and the endless cycle of misogyny;” Herald-Dawn. March 17, 
2017. Website.  
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https://pcmr.pk/resources/

minority communities by offering rewards for successful conversions and 
consider this a religious duty.16 
 

5. Laws and Efforts Regarding Reforms 

The Constitution of Pakistan protects most of the internationally recognized 

fundamental rights including freedom to profess, practice and propagate any 

religion (Article 20). Nevertheless, abuse and violation of rights of religious 

minorities is a continuing challenge and cause for concern. There is no legal 

restriction on faith conversions in Pakistan, however, in practice, the faith 

conversion means freedom to convert to majority religion only because the 

conversion of a Muslim to any religion is perceived as apostasy;  punishable with 

death. 

Although, there is an extensive legal regime that can tackle most crimes 

accompanying forced conversions including, kidnapping, sexual and gender 

crimes, forced marriage, underage marriages, and outraging feeling of others, 

nevertheless, the justice system has consistently proved ineffective in protecting 

the minority girls and women.       

i) Criminal Law Amendment IV of the 2017 

Weeks before Pakistan’s review in Brussels under the GSP+ 17, the National 
Assembly passed the Criminal Law Amendment 2017 (IV). The amendment added 
a proviso Section 498-B to the Pakistan Penal Code, 1860 that made the forced 
marriage of minor and ‘non-Muslim woman’ an offense punishable with ‘ten 
years of imprisonment but not less than five years of imprisonment and five 
hundred thousand rupees fine’;18 Enactment of the law failed as it was never 
introduced in the Senate, the upper house.  

ii) Protection of Minorities Bill Sindh 2015   

In February 2013, the Sindh government set up a three-member committee to 
consider legislation to stop forced conversions and forced marriages. The 
resulting bill addressed many of the problems linked to the issue, including laying 
down legal guidelines for the court process and enabling victims’ access to justice, 
placing an age limit upon conversions, etc.  
The bill was passed unanimously by the Sindh Provisional Assembly in November 
2016.19 However, religious parties objected to age limit on people converting to 

                                                           
16 !sian Human Rights Commission, “Pakistan: !nother Hindu Girl Forcibly Converted to Islam !fter  
Being !bducted,” 9/1/2007, http://www;ahrchk;net/ua/mainfile;php/2007/2158/  
17 Generalized System of Preference, a trade concession by European Union for Pakistan since 2014.  
18 http://www.na.gov.pk/uploads/documents/1486462667_263.pdf   
19   
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Islam, and threatened to besiege the Sindh Assembly if the bill received approval 
of the governor. Hence then Governor, Saeed U Zaman Siddiqui,  refused to sign 
the bill into a law under the pressure..20  
 
In 2019, a revised version of the Protection of Minorities Bill was introduced in 
the Sindh Assembly by a Hindu member, Nand Kumar. 21 Again, religious and 
political parties staged a protest, arguing that the government was creating 
barriers for willing converts in the name of protecting minorities. The sit -in was 
organized by Pir Mian Abdul Khaliq (Mian Mithu), etc. 22 
 
Similar private member’s bills were presented in both the National Assembly and 
the Punjab Provisional Assembly but there has been no progress in either case. 
However the government of Punjab has formed a task force to deal with any 
cases in the future administratively.  
 
Concluded, that the law does not allow forced conversions per s e, however at 

present the law is routinely manipulated particularly on the pretext of religious 

conversions. An effort to enact law for protection of minorities by the members 

in Sindh Assembly stands failed while in the national parliament the legislation is 

yet to be initiated.   

6. International Obligations and Concerns 

Pakistan has been continuously reminded of its obligations under the 

international law to address the grave violations of human rights concerning 

forced conversions of girls and women.  

In 2013, the UN Committee monitoring implementation of CEDAW in Concluding 

Observations stated; 

“The Committee is <concerned about the persistence of child and forced 
marriages and at the fact that the minimum age of marriage for girls is 16. It is 
deeply concerned about the abduction of women and girls belonging to religious 
minorities for the purpose of forced conversion and forced marriages. 23 

The committee recalled its previous recommendation in List of Issues for the 5th 
Periodic report of Pakistan due in 2020 under the CEDAW; 

The Committee recalls article 16 of the Convention and calls on the 
State party: 

                                                           
20 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/177439 -Sindh-governor-returns-forced-conversion-bill  
21 Hafeez Tunio; “Opposition MP! to submit revised forced conversion law in Sindh !ssembly;” The Express 
Tribune. April 5, 2019. Website.  
22 Staff Reporter; “Sindh !ssembly urged to reject Forced Conversion Bill;” Dawn; !pril 30,  2019. Website.  
23 CEDAW/C/PAK/CO/4 para 37-38. 
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(a) To adopt the Hindu Marriage Bill, the Christian Marriage (Amendment) 
Bill and the Christian Divorce Amendment Bill;  

(b) To conduct research on the e xtent of the phenomenon of abduction of 
girls for the purposes of forced conversion and forced marriages and develop a 
comprehensive strategy to address this phenomenon to ensure the effective 
investigation of cases, prosecutions and punishment of perpetra tors as well as 
the provision of remedies and support services for victims;24  

6.2. In 2016 CERD review entailed following Concluding Observations regarding 
the issue:  

 
“31; The Committee is deeply concerned at persistent reports of abduction of 
Dalit women and girls for the purpose of forced conversion to Islam and forced 
marriage. It regrets the lack of detailed information and data on the situation of 
Dalits in the State party (arts. 1, 2 and 5). 

32. Recalling its general recommendation No. 29 (2002) on article 1 (1) of 
the Convention / It urges the State party to take immediate action to end the 
forced conversion and forced marriage of Christian and Hindu Dalit women and 
to prosecute and punish the abductors with penalties commensurate with the 
gravity of the crime.”  25 

 

6.3. In 2016, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child observed 
following about forced conversion and forced marriage  

The Committee is concerned that the practices of forced conversion of non-
Muslim women and forced marriage continue. It is particularly concerned that 
the proposed amendment to the Child Marriage Restraint Act, 1929, has been 
declared un-Islamic by the Council of Islamic Ideology and that efforts to enact a 
law to prevent forced conversion have been blocked by the Council (arts. 3 and 
10). (Para 57). 

58. The Committee recommends that the State party prohibit the forced 
conversion of a person from his/her belief without his/her consent. 26 

6.4. In 2017, UN CESCR stated following in Concluding Observations after review 
of Pakistan. 

“The Committee is seriously concerned about the limited freedom of religion in 
the State party, the sectarian violence targeting children from religious  

                                                           
24 CEDAW/C/PAK/Q/5. 
25 CERD/C/PAK/CO/21-23. 
26 CRC/C/PAK/CO/5  
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minorities, such as Shia Muslims, Hindus, Christians and Ahmadis, and forced 
conversions.27 

6.5. During the 5th periodic report under UPR on 13 November 2017, Pakistan 
noted the followed recommendations made by India and Australia , respectively; 

“End forced conversions and marriages of minorities, including Hindu, Sikh and 

Christian women, and prosecute all cases (para 152.169); 

Enact and enforce legislation that facilitates women’s social, political and 
economic empowerment, including in relation to child marriage and forced 
conversion (152.275).”28  

6.6. On 3 April 2018, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Raad Al 

Hussein in his communication to the Foreign Minister of Pakistan wrote”  

“Guarantee freedom of religion or belief for all. Ensure the protection of 

religious minorities, including through repealing or amending blasphemy laws 

and ant Ahmadi laws; and preventing forced marriages and conversion of 

religious minority women.”  

7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

Minorities’ complaints about forced, manipulated or imposed conversion are not 

only credible but such conversions and other violations are difficult to prove in a 

court of law due to the covert nature of the violation, religious d iscrimination, 

absence of proper law dealing with the crime of forced conversion as well as the 

lack of rule of law. (These grave injustices create frustration and anger among the 

religious minorities which must not be overlooked).    

The minority girls and women in Pakistan are facing consistent and systemic 

violations under the phenomenon of forced conversions , in contravention to the 

rights guaranteed in the constitution of Pakistan as well as the international 

human rights law. The forced conversions ar e often used to cover up other crimes 

such as sexual and physical violence, abduction, kidnapping and rape. The 

impunity enjoyed by culprits is exposed in media reports29 and the data collected 

by civil society organizations. The court verdicts in few cases also confirmed these 

conclusions. Successive governments in Pakistan have failed rise to the challenge 

in spite of the repeated reminders from the UN High Commissioner, Treaty 

Monitoring bodies and Special Procedures on Freedom of Religion or Belief.   

                                                           
27 E/C.12/PAK/CO/1, para 30.  
28 A/HRC/37/Add.1 - Para. 4 
29Saba Imtiaz; “Hindu Today Muslim Tomorrow;” The !tlantic; !ugust 14 2017; Website;  
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Therefore, in order to preserve religious diversity, maintain rule of law, and 

engender respect for human dignity and universal human rights, it is necessary 

that the Federal and the Provincial governments in Pakistan take measures to 

curb the phenomenon of forced conversions.  

The Parliamentary Committee, parliament and implementers in the government 

are urged to consider introducing following measures for an expeditiously and 

amicable resolve to the phenomenon of forced conversions :    

1. The Parliamentary Committee to Protect Minorities from Forced Conversions, 

while laying down rules of procedures and terms of reference, should uphold 

the high principles of religious freedom as laid down in the Constitution of 

Pakistan and interpreted in the Supreme Court Judgment of 19 June 2014.30   

 

2. The Parliamentary Committee to Protect Minorities from Forced Conversions 

should hold private as well as public inquiries with victims and their families, 

members of civil society, informed journalists and social activists to probe 

expeditiously the matter more deeply and suggest concrete legal safeguards 

against forced conversions and marriages. The findings and resulting 

recommendations should be submitted to the Parliament for discussion  and 

further action.     

 
3. Federal and Provincial Ministries i.e. Human Rights, Law and Minorities 

Affairs should undertake educational measures to inform the public opinion 

about the value of protecting religious diversity and religious freedom.  

 

4. An interim measure may be necessary given the magnitude of the issue, 

impunity available to culprit, and threat to peace and amity among the 

communities. The Supreme Court should be approached to introduce a 

moratorium on validation of any marriages associated with conversions by 

any officer of the law till the proper legislation is in place. 

 

5. Efforts should be made to pass the Protection of Minorities Act, applicable 

across Pakistan that operationalises the promise of non-discrimination in the 

Constitution in the exercise of social and economic rights of religious 

minorities, including the implementation of job and educational quota for 

minorities. The parliament should consider reintroduction of the Criminal 

Amendment Bill regarding the Section 498-B of Pakistan Penal Code, 1860, 

                                                           
30 PLD SC SM 699. SC SMC 1, 2014.  
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adding procedures for ascertaining the absence of coercion in the instances 

of faith conversion  

 
6. The Federal and Provincial cabinets should hold special meetings to watch 

over the implementation of orders of the Supreme Court passed on 19th June 
2014 in letter and spirit, including the establishing of a permanent, 
independent and statutory Commission for Minorities Rights.  

 
7. A component should be introduced to Judicial, Administrative , police and 

Legal Officers trainings regarding accountability of the offences related to 
abuse of religion. 

 

8. Culprits, such as Mian Mithu and Ayub Jan Sahandi supporting forced 

conversions should be investigated by a high powered team and brought to 

justice.  
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Appendix (ii)
Women / Girls Returning to Families after Conversion/Marriage whose 
Petitions are pending in Sindh High Court (Hyderabad)
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Appendix (iii)
Certificates and Evidences
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School certificate shows Virsha D/o Sheva was 17 years old when she was reported to 
have converted and married. The certificate of conversion of Islam falsified to show 
her age to be 19 years.  
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Guddi d/o of Chaitan was converted in 2014, her age as per her scool certificate was 16 
years but in her conversion certificate her age was shown 19 years.

Ravita Meghwar was abducted and converted in 2017 and according to her school 
certificate she was 16 years old and got married with Nawaz Ali Shah of age 36 years.
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