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Abstract

This article examines the fragile boundary between child autonomy and child
exploitation, arguing that harmful practices are often concealed beneath the
language of religion, culture, and voluntary choice. Through case studies
including the Devadasi system in India, allegations of child labor within
Scientology’s Sea Org, and the persistence of child marriage in various so-
cieties, the paper demonstrates how minors’ apparent consent is frequently
shaped by coercion, poverty, family pressure, and social expectation rather
than genuine free will. While autonomy can serve as an important protec-
tive factor against abuse, the study contends that children remain especially
vulnerable when legal systems fail to distinguish between informed choice
and manipulated participation. Ultimately, the article concludes that gov-
ernments must establish clear legal safeguards limiting exploitative arrange-
ments involving minors, thereby enabling formal intervention and strength-
ening protections for vulnerable youth while respecting the broader value of
personal freedom.

Introduction

Child exploitation and autonomy are separated by a thin boundary, with

social beliefs and moral obligations acting as overarching influences. In

modern societies, laws and policies determine a child’s personal freedoms,

but their origins can be traced back to cultural values and religious beliefs.

Howard University, a high-ranking HBCU and top-tier research institution,

observes that religion offers “people a common set of beliefs,” and leaves a

profound impact on perspective and societal enforcement [1]. Culture, as

reported by the United States Bureau of Budget and Planning, reflects this

role by “defining a country or society” (U.S. Department of State). While

such characteristics strongly influence frameworks for identity [1] , certain

values are “distorted to justify practices or crimes. . . that. . . harm others”

[2] With “one in every five girls” married before the age of 18 globally, the

modern prevalence of child exploitation underscores an imbalance between

respect and harm [3]. As governments aim to address this issue, formal
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regulations have emerged as safeguards against child exploitation concealed

by warped cultural or religious norms.

Exploitation Under a Religious Mask

Religion exerts a significant impact on social norms and ideals. The Na-

tional Institute of Health, the primary government agency for biomedical

research in the United States, emphasizes that “[r]eligious beliefs and prac-

tices are fundamental to shaping family functioning” [4] . Kaitlyn Breiner,

a PhD lecturer at California State University, and colleagues further this

observation, crediting such values as “protective and promotive factors”

[5]. Despite fostering a meaningful community, the power of belief creates

opportunities to manipulate individuals under the perception of religion, a

reality present in the Devadasi system of India. Once regarded as a sacred

practice to preserve temple rituals, the Devadasi system involved dedicat-

ing a young girl to a Hindu Deity, as historian and PhD student Emily

Ruhl notes, but soon eroded as religious leaders subjected the girls to sex-

ual abuse [6]. A survey conducted by Pranav Genesan, an academic fellow

at the National Law University in Delhi, and compliance analyst Shreya

Shankar, reveals countless women forced into prostitution, with Devada-

sis making up approximately “50 per cent of prostitutes in Maharashtra”

[7]. Not only does the data expose a deteriorating reputation, but it also

reveals a constructed freedom to justify the exploitation. The Guardian,

an acclaimed British newspaper, further reflects how “the system is seen

as a means for poverty-stricken parents” to relieve financial pressure, us-

ing “religion to console themselves” [8]. Religious obligation and economic

instability are used to create the illusion of autonomy while rationalizing

abuse. The appearance of voluntary participation masks coercion while pro-

viding rationale for the Devadasi practice. In such circumstances, a child’s

freedom is not genuine. Rather, it is a tool exploited by those in power

to strengthen harmful cycles. A girl’s eligibility to partake in the practice

further enables her parents or corrupted religious leaders to manipulate

her and justify sexual exploitation. The Indian government’s decision to

ban the practice in 1988, as the digital encyclopedia Britannica reports,

deems the coercion of minors into the Devadasi system a punishable offense

[9] . While underground versions of the system persist [8], this restriction

represents a shift towards legal intervention against child exploitation, pro-

viding necessary protection for impoverished girls. Employing deliberate
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legal barriers that limit minor participation in destructive practices allows

for government involvement, preventing abuse under the pretext of religion.

A similar dynamic is present within the Church of Scientology’s Sea Org,

where minors have been required to formally pledge one billion years of

their souls, in addition to life-long service [10]. Official statements from

the church claim that minors may “voluntarily join the Sea Organization,

with the consent of a parent or a guardian” and that all assigned tasks

comply with state labor laws [11], but various first-hand experiences assert

otherwise. In an interview conducted by ABC, a broadcaster recognized

as Australia’s most trustworthy news network, an ex-Scientologist claimed

that he was a “child slave”, with one individual even alleging that “she saw

a six-year-old boy chained up” [12]. Not only do the contrasting perspec-

tives highlight tension between lived experience and perceived agreement,

but they also reveal how contractual agreements can obscure the reality

of exploitation. Though minors appear to join the organization on their

own volition, external influences and pressure from the parents or religion

force children to surrender to the manipulative circumstances. Additionally,

since the religion demands formalized consent, governments remain pow-

erless to combat the labor exploitation in Scientology. A child’s ability to

legally associate themselves with such commitments is mistaken as choice,

hindering future efforts to combat forced participation. Various legal pro-

ceedings against the Church of Scientology, as civil and criminal litigator

John Yi reports, reveal how children as young as ten were forced to provide

“unpaid and extremely low-paid labor”, highlighting the vulnerability of

minors in such environments [13]. By restricting a child’s ability to partake

in similar legal exchanges, autonomous regulations disrupt heteronomous

participation, allowing for formal government intervention, such as funded

initiatives and recovery programs.

Cultural Views Championing Child Marriage

Cultural values frequently paint harmful practices as ideal, a detail espe-

cially prevalent in the context of child marriage. According to the Pew

Research Center, a nonpartisan information tank, the vast majority of

countries, including the United States, allow children to marry [14]. Early

forced marriages remain “common in traditional societies” [15], with the

Council on Foreign Relations reporting that “one in three girls. . .married

before turning eighteen” . In Sudan, for example, while the legal age of
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marriage is 18 years, the Personal Status Law for Muslims allows girls as

young as 10 to marry [16]. Such policies not only provide legal exceptions

based on religion or culture, but they also often legitimize the exploita-

tion of children under the guise of perceived autonomy. By limiting the

legal capacity of children to participate in certain arrangements, govern-

ments ensure that offenses against minors remain punishable by law, and

therefore protect their ability to take direct action against it. The relation-

ship between personal choice and protection, however, remains subjective

to varying circumstances. In cases involving sexual violence, increased au-

tonomy is an essential safeguard for children. The New Jersey Coalition

Against Sexual Assault [17], a non-profit dedicated to improving response

to sexual violence, highlights that a young person’s ability to “make de-

cisions about themselves. . . is a protective factor against sexual violence,

making it less likely to happen” [17]. Brighton Pediatrics, a certified med-

ical practice based in Brighton, Colorado, furthers this observation, em-

phasizing how “[c]hildren and teens who feel in control of their bodies are

less likely to fall prey to sexual abusers” [18]. Such perspectives suggest

that fostering autonomy equips children with the maturity to avoid harmful

situations, yet in practices such as child marriage, external pressures dom-

inate decisions, undermining self-determination. Deplorable circumstances

can threaten genuine choice, forcing children into unwanted arrangements.

Consequently, thoughtful regulation of child autonomy remains necessary

to ensure that one’s freedoms are not violated.

Conclusion

A nation’s prosperity and future strength are inseparable from the state of

its youth, underscoring the importance of their safety and well-being. The

delicate balance between autonomy and protection demands that govern-

ments reevaluate their current policies and views to improve the circum-

stances of vulnerable individuals. While capability empowers young people

to exercise authority over their lives, it can often expose them to manip-

ulation justified by widespread religious or cultural values. Culture and

religion act as important influences on how both the law and individuals

view the autonomy of minors and how it should be regulated. Although

no legal infrastructure can completely eradicate abuse, establishing defined

boundaries facilitates formal intervention, representing efforts towards safe-

guarding the vulnerable. Even as harmful practices persist in hidden forms,
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formally regulating the autonomy of minors allows any violation of a child’s

freedom to be a punishable offense. The question is no longer how govern-

ments should combat exploitation, it’s whether or not they will choose to

consciously reform the infrastructure that facilitates it.
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