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Introduction

Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), Islamabad is currently conducting a groundbreaking study on the issue of 
faith conversions in the Sindh province of Pakistan where conversion to Islam is frequently portrayed as 
forced. Several reports from various civil society organizations allege that around 1000 under-aged girls are 
abducted and forced to convert to Islam annually; most of them in Sindh and from Hindu families. 

The IPS investigation into this serious allegation started with the review of current literature on the subject 
which showed that this allegation is only rhetorical, without any scientifically collected data, or plausible 
basis. The whole narrative against Pakistani state, society, and Islam was developed through tautological argu-
ment in which one report would cite another to seek legitimacy. It was also found that for several NGOs, the 
alleged cases of forced conversion as reported in media constitute a primary and conclusive evidence which is 
tantamount to intellectual dishonesty, to say the least. They misrepresent the incidents, hide facts, misinterpret 
the phenomenon and avoid taking into account the social norms of the Pakistani society. They also do not 
refer to Muslim laws related to matrimonial affairs while making their case. The IPS baseline report “Forced 
Conversions or Faith Conversions: Myth and Reality” presents the textual and contextual analysis of the alle-
gations of forced conversion. The report is available in English and Urdu.1 

The ethnographic evidence based on ten years of episodical field work, audio-visual interviews with a 
cross-section of Sindhi society and statistical analysis of the data indicates that there is hardly any evidence of 
the alleged forced conversions in Sindh.

Although the research explored several propositions, the key hypothesis was to investigate whether non-Mus-
lim girls below the age of 18 are forcibly converted to Islam. 

During the course of research,2 this data has been presented at various national as well as international forums 
including Watson Institute for International and Public Affairs at Brown University, USA, Islamabad Bar 
Council, and Shaybani Foundation.3

Sources and Nature of Evidence

The research was based on mixed-method approach, involving both the theoretical and purposive sampling. 
The datasets consisted of the content analysis of 19 NGO reports, 400+ audio recordings, and 200 in-depth 
audio-visual interviews with a cross-section of Muslim and non-Muslim population. The quantitative part of 
the data was statistically analyzed. The sample consisted of 6,055 cases of the converts taken from Sindh that 
houses over 4.6 million (4,620,403) non-Muslim Pakistanis (as per 2017 census) documented and collected 
during the period from 2008 to 2020. The data indicates that the phenomenon is neither time specific nor dis-
trict specific and individuals have been converting during these years and had sometimes come to the centers/
seminaries from several districts.

1Ghulam Hussain, “Forced Conversions or Faith Conversions: Rhetoric and Reality,” Islamabad: Institute of Policy Studies, 2020, 
https://www.ips.org.pk/forced-conversions-or-faith-conversions-rhetoric-and-reality/; 
Ghulam Hussain, “Mazhab ki tabdeeli main jabr: Fasana aur Haqeeqat,” Islamabad: Institute of Policy Studies, 2020, https://www.
ips.org.pk/mazhab-ki-tabdeeli-mai-jabr-fasana-aur-haqeeqat/
2 This is a pre-print version of a research paper being published by the IPS research journal, Policy Perspectives. 
3 “Anthropology of Activism: Engaging with the Narrative of Forced Conversion in Pakistan,”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8HANjmoZEYg&t=2s; and 

ذمارکہ یملع  ا�ی  اقونن:  وجمزہ  اک  ذمبہ  دبت�ی  ربجی 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZPv8ywbo6LA
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Table 1: Per Year District-wise Conversion (from the research sample) 
(Note: Only the cases having district given, or traced or inferred based on taluka, city and village information have been counted)

District 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Total

Badin* 109 156 151 195 196 133 109 121 197 211 175 40 77 1870

Tando Allahyar  26 23 22 20 178  13 86 130 73 74 37 682

Mirpurkhas  7  36 34 49 6 66 101 71 58 67 49 544

Thatta* 40 40 40 40 40 40 40 42 45 41 29  1 438

Umerkot    16  4 1 49 106 77 51 9 59 372

Sanghar   11   9  13 166 34 34  90 357

Hyderabad     10 51  5 36 16 15 28 17 178

Tharparkar   29 6  3  12 20 25 18 15 25 153

Tando Muhammad 

Khan
    20 7   7 6 17 9 22 88

Ghotki   11   3  1 3 2 6 21 22 69

Karachi      2  4 2 31 3 3 6 51

Rahim Yar Khan        2 8 3 8 6 21 48

Matiari    6    12 1 1 19 1 2 42

Sajawal     1     22   10 33

Sukkur         4  3 14 4 25

Jamshoro     14   1   1  1 17

Nawabshah       1     5 8 14

Khairpur          2 7 1 4 14

Naushahro Feroz         2 1 2 4 2 11

Sahiwal     7   1   1 1  10

Jacobabad         1 1 2 3 2 9

Gujarat   7           7

Kashmore         1 1 2  1 5
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Shikarpur            3 2 5

Bahawalpur      2        2

Qamber         2     2

Shaheed 

Benazirabad
       1     1 2

Balochistan 

(Districts)
            1 1

Dadu             1 1

Gujranwala         1     1

Khanewal         1     1

Lahore        1      1

Multan             1 1

Kasur             1 1

Islamabad           1   1

Sadiqabad            1  1

Total 149 229 272 321 342 481 157 344 790 675 525 305 467 5057

* In case of Badin and Thatta districts, some data of neo-converts was compiled by some of the converted individuals themselves and 
did not provide year-wise distribution. The total number of converts in these registers from 2008 to 2017 has been distributed evenly 
in all these years (109 for Badin and 40 for Thatta), and then the numbers from other sources, if any, have been added to these figures.

The credentials of converts registered with prominent religious seminaries/centers were obtained and a sizable 
number of them was randomly verified, analyzed, and triangulated with the rest of the data. These seminaries/
centers included Amrot Sharif (Shikarpur), Barchoondi Sharif (Ghotki), Gulzar-i-Khaleel (Umerkot), Bait-
us-Salam (Badin), Madina Masjid (Mirpurkhas), and Jamia Binnoria (Karachi). Based on the analysis of the 
above data, it can be confidently argued that between 2008 and 2020 there is hardly any evidence suggesting 
any non-Muslim, including underage girls, have been forcibly converted to Islam in Sindh.4

The data gathered so far includes video recordings of 29 focus group discussions/conversations and 103+ 
individual interviews amounting to 69-hour ethnographic audio-visual recording.5

A couple of video grabs and YouTube links of case studies of free-will marriages involving conversions to 
Islam are given below:6

4 https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/17WgZauMxIe-_H8i7UtNA_mBzhT2y_Tc-/edit#gid=274142353
5 IPS TV | “Why I Became a Muslim!” Prof Muhammad Ali Sheikh,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I7SbtcMBSxw&list=PL0sb3Ma8wrc9NvEvhkAPf0dtNSGM42NzZ 
6 IPS TV | “We were attacked inside the court premises,” Mehwish (Monika) and Abdul Razzaq Nohri,
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Audio/Video Interviews (Period: November 2020 - June 2021) 

No Interviewee 
Category No Caste No Gender No Religion No

1 Families 32 Others Muslims 2 Males 109
Secular/ 

Marxists/ 
Atheists

5

2 Couples (neo-
converts) 24 Shaikh (ex-Jati 

Hindu) 12 Females 13 Rampali/ 
Kabir Panth 11

3

Mukhi/members of 
Hindu Panchayat/ 

Minority rights 
activists

24 Privileged caste 
Muslims 33 Both males 

and females 28
Hindus/ 

undefined 
faith

41

4 Religious clerics 22 Scheduled castes 32 Crypto-
Buddhists 2

5 Others 21 Jati Hindu/privileged 
caste Hindus 9 Christians 8

6 Individual neo-
converts 16 Shaikh (ex-scheduled 

castes 22 Muslims 82

7 Lawyers/advocates 8 Uncertain 40 Others 1
8 Police officials 2
9 Bureaucrats 1

Total 150 150 150 150

The researcher has been in the field for a period of over a decade collecting ethnographic data on the status and 
issues of non-Muslims including faith conversions. However, a significant chunk of data was collected during 
2016-2019 and analyzed in 2020-2021.

About 32 families, 24 couples (of whom females were mostly neo-converts), 16 male individuals, 24 leaders 
of the Hindu community, 22 religious clerics, 21 civil society activists, eight lawyers, two police officers and 
two local administrators (magistrates) were interviewed.

The related official documents which were collected and analyzed included affidavits of free-will, petitions 
(seeking protection from parents), court verdicts/court orders, FIRs filed by parents/police record, CNICs of 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=grVBafuBDNM&t=1347s;   
IPS TV | “I was being forced to revert to Hinduism,” Farooq (formerly Krishan), a Muslim convert, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=pj8fkIevuuI
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the neo-converts, nikahnama or marriage certificates (issued by NADRA), primary school-leaving certificate/
certificate of matriculation showing age, medical certificate determining the age, certificates of conversion, 
registers of conversion, and pamphlets of conversion ceremonies.

A few sample documents of one particular case have been given below. In several cases, such documents have 
been gathered and analyzed to ensure credibility and verifiability. One of the key documents among such pa-
pers is Sanad-i-Islam (certificate of conversion), which is issued by different religious seminaries in different 
formats and with varying details. These certificates are used by the converts to process their legal documen-
tation, such as registration of marriage, changes in CNIC, and in educational documents. These conversion 
certificates are also useful as a corroborative evidence before the court of law to demonstrate that a person has 
formally converted to the religion of Islam on a particular date and place. 

The sample certificate given below was issued by Pir Jan Agha Jan Sirhindi to Mehwish (previously Monika) 
when she converted to Islam. The certificate is testimony by the convert that she has embraced Islam with her 
free-will. It states that:

“Monika d/o Mahesh Kumar, by caste Hindu Maheshwari, aged 25, resident of Muhallah Mahesh-
wari, Ward 6, Pithoro, District Umerkot, leaves Hindu religion and embraces Islam of her free-will. 
She has been renamed as Mehwish. May Allah Almighty give her strength to remain faithful to Sha-
riat-i-Muhammadi, and to good deeds.”

The certificate is signed by Ms. Mehwish and Pir Jan Agha Jan Sirhindi of Gulzari-i-Khalil Samaro. CNIC 
number of Ms. Mehwish is also noted at the bottom of the certificate.
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Certificate of conversion of Mehwish
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A page from a register maintained at Samaro (Umerkot) of the converts that demonstrates family conversions

Many of the seminaries/centers where people normally reach to convert to Islam, do not only issue the 
certificates of conversion but also maintain some form of register. These registers do not follow a partic-
ular format. Following image gives an idea of how it is done at one of the centers.

In almost all cases, the converted individual is produced by the administrators of these centers before the 
local magistrate or these persons voluntarily appear before the court to seek declaration of their freewill 
conversion. This is done through an affidavit, a sample of which is given below.
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Affidavit of free-will of the neo-convert Mehwish who married Abdul Razzaque after conversion7

7 See: IPS TV | “We were attacked inside the court premises “ Mehwish (Monika) & Abdul Razzaq Nohri
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=grVBafuBDNM&list=PL0sb3Ma8wrc9NvEvhkAPf0dtNSGM42NzZ&index=8
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In the above affidavit Mehwish states that she is sui juris and is marrying Abdul Razzaque exercising 
her right to free-will. She also states that her parents were forcing her to marry with the person not of 
her choice. That was why she left her parents’ house intentionally to marry Abdul Razzaque, a born 
Muslim. The affidavit of free-will shows the approximate age of Mehwish, which is around 24/25 years, 
and which corroborates with the age (25) entered in Marriage Registration Certificate that is issued by 
NADRA, and her CNIC.

Marriage Registration Certificate of Mehwish and Abdul Razzaque
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Despite all these measures, the converted individual or the couple, as the case may be, is accused of 
abduction and forced conversion. In almost all cases that this study could look into, the court was finally 
convinced of the freewill for conversion. An image of the court orders in this typical case is given below.

Order of the Sindh High Court (Hyderabad bench) in case of Mehwish
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Furthermore, related content available on social media and reported by newspapers was also analyzed to 
understand the context. Thus, the total number of 6,055 individual cases of conversion were verified and an-
alyzed to determine the age, caste, gender, former religion of the converts, year of conversion, and the causes 
of conversion.

Findings
Ethnographic interviews with the research participants revealed that the tendency to convert from one faith, 
sect and ideological orientation to another is widespread. Religiosity, opposition to religiosity, and the disinter-
ested attitude towards religious and ideological orientation was noticed among different social groups. While 
the neo-converts exhibited renewed strength and vitality in the newly found religion, the secular-minded 
persons expressed lack of faith and promise in the traditional religions, and religious conversion as a defunct 
institution on the wane.

Graph: Common paths of conversion in Sindh

The research findings corroborate the processual model of conversion involving several push and pull factors 
and various stages proposed by Lewis R. Rambo.8 Several socio-economic, religious and cultural push-and-
pull factors come into play in the process of conversion from one religion to another.

In most of the cases, normative ritual to convert and socio-economic incentive (push factors), desire to marry 
and inspiration from Islam and its religious mentors (pull factors) are the key factors that constitute the con-
version process which begins several days, weeks and even months before the neo-convert formally embraces 
Islam. Push factors are largely driven by the context, the structural condition and the religious or the cultural 
milieu, whereas pull factors are mainly driven by the agency of the individuals and groups. About 13 corre-
sponding push and pull factors were identified as given in the table below.

8 Lewis R. Rambo and Charles E. Farhadian, “Converting: stages of religious change,” in Religious Conversion: Contemporary 
Practices and Controversies, ed. Christopher Lamb and M. Darroll Bryant (New York: Cassell, 1999), 23; Lewis R. Rambo, Under-
standing Religious Conversion (Yale University Press, 1993)
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Causes of conversion from Hindu caste system/faith to Islam

No. Push Factors Pull Factors

1 Hereditary nature of religion based on closed 
caste system. Discourage conversion out of Hin-

du caste system (or undefined religions)

Institution of conversion, preaching and 
propagation open to everyone/encourage 

conversion to Islam

2 Do not have any easy, uniform and elaborate 
rituals to convert or reconvert to Hindu caste 

system (or undefined religions)

Easy ritual of conversion based on the recital 
of Kalma

3 Do not allow Hindu women and men to marry a 
Muslim whether they convert or not

Allow Hindu women to marry a Muslim once 
they convert. Do not allow Muslim women 

to marry a Hindu

4 Discourage widow remarriage Facilitate widow remarriage

5 Ban on cousin marriages Cousin marriage allowed

6 Cultural assimilation/enculturation into the 
dominant culture 

Predisposition to Islam and Islamization

7 Forced marriage by parents Individual freedom to marry outside one’s 
caste and religion

8 Willingness of a Muslim to marry a non-Muslim Desire of a non-Muslim to marry a Muslim

9 Relatively disorganized faith based on caste sys-
tem. Disposition from lower level of religiosity 

to higher level of religiosity

Relatively organized faith. Relatively higher 
level of religiosity

10 Lower-caste status/untouchability Desire to raise one’s social status

11 Bonded labor/debt bondage/economic con-
straints

Existence of the institution of charity in 
Islam/economic incentive

12 Presence of a charismatic spiritual master Genuine inspiration by Islam, a religious 
cleric, or spiritual master

13 Availability of the patrons/religious seminaries 
to facilitate conversions 

Domino effect/precipitating factors/con-
version of one family member or a family 
propels the rest of the family members or 

the villagers to convert

A Muslim male may marry a female from either of the Abrahamic faiths, i.e. Judaism and Christianity, but 
Islam permits marriage with an ‘idol-worshippers’ only when he or she converts to Islam. Therefore, such 
conversion is practiced as a calculated decision to comply with this mandatory ritual. Islam strictly forbids 
forcing anyone to Islam.9

Many individual males and females were genuinely inspired by Islam. Their tendency to embrace Islam cor-
responded with their narratives of having been inspired by the charisma of a particular religious’ cleric or a 
spiritual preacher.

9 Al-Qur’an ch. 2, verse 256
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None of the cases verified by this research proved to be forcible conversion whereby ‘force’ means coercion, 
blackmail, deception or the threat to kill a person or his/her parents.

The individuals (4,490) who converted as families were either sufficiently Islamized already over decades 
or they were pulled by better social and economic support system among Muslims. When interviewed they 
shared that they saw themselves as culturally nearer to Muslims than to the Hindu faith/caste system before 
conversion. Some would bury their dead. Many would eat beef, celebrate Eids (Muslim festivals) and fast 
during the month of Ramazan. Some followed a Muslim spiritual guide (pir). So much so that some had 
their marriage solemnized by a Muslim cleric. Many Sindhi Bheel said that they had not visited any temple 
for months and years. A few individuals of Sami caste said that they were la-mazhab (irreligious) and did not 
follow any faith. These indicators suggest that the number of people in Sindh were predisposed to convert to 
Islam, and that, though life-transforming, the conversion to Islam was not a decision that could be consid-
ered unlikely for them.

Nature of converts between 2008 and 2020

Nature of conversion Frequency Total converts

Couple (mostly female) 719 970

Individual (mostly male) 229 229

Family 906 4494

Mass conversion 3 362

Total 1857 6055

About 229 individual males were also among the converts and negate the popular perception of only women 
being converted to Islam. Sixteen of them were randomly selected by the researcher for an in-depth interview. 
All of them maintained that Islam was their key inspiration. Whereas 970 individuals who are couples in-
cluded several widows who could not remarry while being Hindu and individuals who wished to marry their 
cousins against the dictates of Hindu society. In the former case, the female would convert to Islam ad marry 
a Muslim while in the latter case, both would convert to Islam and marry each other. Several marriages take 
place between persons of two distinct castes, which again is disallowed in Hindu ethos, and conversion offers 
an option for them. The following table further explains the marriages that involve conversions.
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Nature of free-will marriages involving conversion (2008-2020)

Instances Frequency Total number of con-
verts

Both partners originally non-Muslim 129 258

One of the partners is non-Muslim  before conversion 
(mostly women) 591 591

Male converts marrying Muslim women 8 8

Inter-caste marriages 624

Intra-caste marriages (mostly cousin marriages) 97

Marrying outside one’s caste is strongly discouraged among Hindus. To break such caste barriers many 
non-Muslim couples from different castes convert to Islam and marry each other. This is a major push factor 
as out of the total cases of conversion (723) involving marriage, 617 belong to Scheduled Caste Hindus, the 
underprivileged castes that often see conversion as a form of emancipation from the rigid caste system prev-
alent among Hindus.

Caste (Couple cases involving conversion)
2008-2020

Scheduled Castes Jati Hindu Christians (including 
Dalit Christians) Others castes Grand Total

617 55 48 3 723

The claim made in the previously analyzed reports and analyzed by the researcher in his previous report10 
that most of the converts are underage girls fails and is not substantiated by this research. Of the total cases 
of conversion involving free-will marriages, only a fraction, six cases (less than one per cent), fall in the age 
bracket of 12-14.

10  Ghulam Hussain, “Forced Conversions or Faith Conversions: Rhetoric and Reality,” Islamabad: Institute of Policy Studies, 2020, 
https://www.ips.org.pk/forced-conversions-or-faith-conversions-rhetoric-and-reality/; 
Ghulam Hussain, “Mazhab ki tabdeeli main jabr: Fasana aur Haqeeqat,” Islamabad: Institute of Policy Studies, 2020, https://www.
ips.org.pk/mazhab-ki-tabdeeli-mai-jabr-fasana-aur-haqeeqat/
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Age-wise segregation of cases of couples

Age bracket Frequency

12 2

14 2

15 1

16 1

17 8

18 98

19 127

20-25 333

26-30 115

31-41 88

42-60 20

Grand Total 795

Contradictory to the commonly propagated perception,11 it was found that coercion is often used by parents 
and the community of the converting individual to revert such female or male person. This is in the form 
of political pressure, influencing the local administration and state institutions, social media campaigning, 
NGO-activism, invoking caste or community honor, appealing to patriarchal ego, and mobilizing separatist 
elements, and even physical torture.

Conclusion
This empirical research and years of ethnographic insights does not support the narrative developed by certain 
prominent human rights organizations. It is unfortunate that these organizations have opted to develop a rhet-
oric that maligns the state of Pakistan and its society and undermines the faith of Islam without bothering to 
look into the reality. These organizations and individuals may be seen to have fabricated and propagated fake 
news under their unknown inspirations which led to tarnishing the image of Pakistan, inviting criticism from 
across the world, and bringing the successive governments of Pakistan under undue international pressure. 
They have used the sketchy and unreliable journalistic repots to give their own meaning to the phenomenon of 
faith conversions that has continued through centuries in all parts of the world. The government and the people 
of Pakistan have to realize these facts and ensure that such instances are not repeated in the future.

While there is a need for the government to remain vigilant to the rights of the people of faiths, areas, and class-
es, it should not be carried away by propaganda and must devise a mechanism for distinguishing facts from 
politically-motivated rhetoric. The government should capitalize on the consensus among Muslims against the 
use of force for conversion by any group or individual and project it as a major trait of the nation. It should, 
however, treat every case of alleged forced conversion with utmost seriousness, fairness, and caution to ensure 

11 Ibid
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that if any such incident ever happens in Pakistan, its perpetrators are treated under the relevant provisions of 
the penal law of the country.

This report is primarily based on descriptive statistical analysis. However, the statistical hypothesis testing is 
yet to be done. Institute of Policy Studies is continuing its work on this subject and will bring more reports 
based on its research. As the first and the only empirical research on the subject, we would survey all dimen-
sions of the phenomenon and discuss in detail the various factors and dynamics in the context of faith con-
versions in Pakistan. IPS also continues to bring forth the real problems of the people of Pakistan, including 
the non-Muslim Pakistanis, as part of its commitment to the truth and the rights of the people and societies.




