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The Global Assault on Children’s Freedom of Belief: Areas
of Concern

Introduction

Decades of scholarship have illustrated the positive effects religion can have on childhood
development. Faith can foster community, instill values such as compassion and charity, and
contribute to the development of critical thinking and introspection. Conversely, restrictions
on a child's right to faith - especially at a time when they are carving out their identities and
aspirations - can have devastating consequences.

Egypt

In September 2020, Coptic Solidarity published its groundbreaking report ‘Jihad of the
Womb'(1) detailing the pattern that entraps Coptic Christian women and girls in a web of
isolation and indoctrination. For more than a decade, human rights organizations have
observed the increasing frequency of cases in which Muslim men scope out Coptic women
or girls whom they would like to obtain for marriage or trafficking off to other individuals.
Typically, perpetrators gradually ‘befriend' and gain the trust of their targets, sow the seeds
of religious doubt, and pressure them to renounce Christianity and accept Islam.
Alternatively, perpetrators may bypass this sequence of events and instead stage abductions
of the women and girls when they are unaccompanied and accessible, such as traveling to
school or work. Then, at the mercy of these kidnappers, Coptic women and girls are
sequestered from their families, forced to adopt a faith not of their choosing, and marry the
very men who snatched them. All the while, these female captors' siblings, parents, and
friends are left desperately appealing to state actors to rescue their loved ones, only to be
rebuffed by unsympathetic authorities.

Pakistan

In 2022, Jubilee Campaign and Voice for Justice examined 100 cases of abduction, forced
faith conversions, and child marriage of Christian girls in Pakistan. The findings, published
in Conversion Without Consent (2), revealed a complex web of elements that enable the
practice to continue unabated. Despite its 2,300-mile distance from Egypt, the pattern
unfolding in Pakistan is eerily similar to that which victimizes Coptic women and girls.
Pakistani men - sometimes more than twice the age of their eventual victims - will abruptly
kidnap Christian or Hindu girls, sometimes with whom they had a pre-existing acquaintance,
such as being the girls' parents' employer or neighbor. Within days, these men will have
obtained the assistance of local religious clerics or radical Islamist political parties to
expeditiously solemnize the girls' forced faith conversions and underage marriages. Parents
file First Information Reports (FIRs) with local police stations and, if they are lucky,
authorities may intervene to rescue the victims; however, their ordeal is often far from over.
These girls are frequently summoned by judges and -under duress of their abusers who may
be in the very same courtroom or have leveraged threats - provide false testimonies that their
faith conversions and marriages were consensual. In situations in which judges turn a blind
eye to the evident coercive elements of the incident, girls may be remanded to the custody of
their captors from whom they were so close to escaping.

Just this month, the abduction, forced religious conversion, and marriage of Christian
teenager M.N. was reported, sending a harrowing reminder that the merciless cycle continues
unabated. Much like other cases, the girl was on a routine errand and failed to return at her
usual time, prompting her parents to file an FIR with police in Shera Kot, Lahore.
Unsurprisingly, and unconscionably, officers delayed action, though M.N.’s brother later
joined them in a 370-mile journey to rescue the young girl. Even more egregious was the
authorities' failure to place M.N. under protective measures and the dereliction of duty they
made in presenting her to a court. Senior Civil Judge Sidra Jalal accepted the girl's coerced
and fraudulent testimony without scrutiny and sent her back to live with her alleged 'husband'.
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Nigeria

The situation of child, early and forced marriage (CEFM) in Nigeria bears a striking
resemblance to the aforementioned crises in Pakistan and Egypt. In March 2025, Christian
widow H.M. learned that her missing 16-year-old daughter, G., had been kidnapped, married,
and made accusations in court that H.M. abused and restricted her from interfaith dating.
Suspecting foul play as G. had never expressed intentions to accept Islam, H.M. faced her
daughter in court, where the magistrate noted discrepancies in G.’s story.(3) Days before a
follow-up hearing, G. was released by her abductor; though physically unharmed, she
remains mentally fragile from the ordeal. Another story is that of 16-year-old C.M. who, this
January, escaped her Muslim abductor-turned-'husband' and returned to her family after
nearly a year in marital captivity. She is currently recovering from her turmoil and has sought
comfort in her return to Christianity.(5)

Afghanistan

In some contexts, it's not the children from faith minorities who are actively being repressed
from manifesting their religious beliefs, but rather it is religio-political government policies
that oppress those who do not adhere to majority beliefs. After American troops' withdrawal
from Afghanistan in 2021 and the Taliban's return to rule, spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid
made empty promises to uphold the rights of women and girls. Within one month, however,
the Taliban officially barred girls from receiving high school education, subsequently also
proscribing their attendance at universities and other tertiary learning institutions.(6) In
August 2023, it was reported that Taliban leaders in some provinces have prohibited girls as
young as ten years old - usually in third grade - from entering the schools where they were
previously enrolled.(7) In March 2025, UNICEF publicly implored the Taliban to renew the
right of girls to attend school beyond 6th grade and deplored that Afghanistan is the world's
sole nation which excludes girls from secondary schooling.(8)

China

Authorities throughout China have enacted policies which target children of faith in an effort
to stymie the development of religious and spiritual beliefs - and imbue them with atheist
values - while they are young and their minds impressionable. For example, adolescents
under 18 years are legally prohibited from participating in faith-related activities. In July
2024, authorities in Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR),China arbitrarily shut down two
Buddhist schools operated by Kirti Monastery and Lhamo Kirti Monastery, essentially
leaving 600 young pupils without education conforming to their beliefs.(9) The same year, a
circular was issued directing state actors in Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (UAR),
China to "investigate the participation of minors in fasting and other religious activities"
which are customary for Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (UAR), China and Hui
Muslims during Ramadan.(10)

Concurrently, parents, guardians, and instructors are often coerced into making guarantees
that they will not expose minors to religious content. In March 2023, parents in Zhejiang
Province were instructed to "sign a pledge form of commitment for [the] family not to hold
a religious belief".(11) Those who refuse to make such promises are subject to a wide range
of penalties. Such punishments, however, are not reserved for adults only, with adolescents
and teenagers facing unlawful treatment despite their age. In April 2025, Fuyang city officials
raided a Christian Sunday School class taking place in a private residence and detained ten
children and five adults; the minors were briefly held in custody before being released.(12)

Conclusion

Nations must foster an environment wherein all children are free to adopt, change, or practice
their faith without interference; and ensure that they are free from coercion to observe
customs of belief systems to which they do not ascribe. Children belonging to minority faith
communities require policies protecting them from discrimination, persecution, or violence
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which they may be disproportionately targeted by. Governments should engage civil society
and human rights bodies to monitor violations and implement reforms to safeguard children's
rights.
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