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Abstract of Thesis

Challenging the stereotypical labelling of child marriage—defined as marriage or unions involving one or
both partners under 18—as a universally 'harmful' and 'backward' practice in the international human rights
agenda, this thesis seeks to answer the question: 'Why do children marry?' by examining the case of Muslim
communities in Southern Thailand. Adopting a cultural relativist concept of agency, this study argues that
children are not merely vulnerable subjects but are capable of exercising agency in the context of marriage, and
that such agency is exercised collectively. This thesis aims to shift the focus of child marriage policy: from an
over-protectionist approach (which ignores children's voices when they say yes to marriage) to an
empowerment approach (which supports children in expressing their opinions on policies that concern them)

Beginning with a historical investigation into international conventions on child marriage and the
transformation of childhood’s meaning within the international agenda, I explore how the universalisation of
this liberal understanding of childhood has shaped the dominant discourse at the international level. This thesis
also examines how child marriage has come to be imagined as a Global South problem—commonly depicted as
a young girl being married to a man twice her age.

However, Chapter 2, based on findings from Southern Thailand, reveals that women who married before 18
tended to marry men close in age in recent years. Qualitative data further indicates that contemporary child
marriages are frequently initiated by adolescent romantic relationships rather than exploitative relationships
with significant age gaps. Chapter 3 investigates the factors influencing women’s marriage age and how these
factors have varied or exerted differing effects over time. It also examines their impact on the likelihood of
marriage occurring at different age groups: between 15 and 17, and below 15. Moreover, interventions targeting
marriages under 15 should focus on regions with 100% Muslim populations rather than applying generalised
approaches across diverse areas. Chapter 4 takes Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC)
seriously, which asserts that all children’s voices must be heard and that they have the right and capacity to
participate in policymaking. This chapter examines the opinions of adolescents aged 15-24 across three
different settings, assessing whether they support or oppose setting a minimum age for Islamic marriage. The
findings show that adolescents carefully consider child marriage policies, taking into account both the desire for
sexual rights and the need to protect young people from early sexual activity.

The overarching argument of this thesis is that children’s voices should not be silenced but rather given
careful consideration and actively encouraged in policymaking processes concerning child marriage.

The policy recommendations propose that child marriage and sexual exploitation be treated as distinct issues
in child protection policies. Close-in-age exemptions should be adapted to local contexts to prevent the
over-criminalisation of consensual adolescent relationships, while ensuring protection from exploitative
relationships

This thesis employs a mixed-methods approach, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data collected
during fieldwork conducted in August 2019 and from May to December 2022 in Pattani, Yala, Narathiwat, and
Satun provinces of Thailand.
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