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ABSTRACT

The discourse of child marriage in relation to the lives of the girls in Indonesia specifically and the Global
South generally is often limited to describing their vulnerability and position as victims. Practices of child
marriage are inseparable from its exploitative and harmful nature. This paper, however, shows that the dis-
course of child marriage produced in humanitarian projects and interventions often avoids the complexity and
diversity of the practices and the lives of the girls and reduces the problem into monolithic narrative of their
communities” traditions, backwardness, and inherent gender inequality. This paper asks: How has the dis-
course of child marriage in relation to Indonesian girls developed historically? How have international NGOs
depicted the issue of child marriage? We show that child marriage discourse is historically rooted in colonial
ideas surrounding modernity, childhood, and marriage, and that documents published by international NGOs
tend to flatten the complex experiences and lives of Indonesian girls.
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PREFACE

Regulating the marital age has been promi-
nent in the discourse surrounding child marriage.
The international human rights frameworks, such as
CEDAW Committee (1994) and the Committee on
the Rights of the Child (2003) state that the min-
imum age of marriage should be 18 years old, con-
stituting marriages under the age of 18 as a violation
of child rights to education, health, and wellbeing.
A number of international humanitarian organi-
zations and initiatives--such as Girls Not Brides,
Plan International, and Global Citizen, among oth-
ers--also deploy child marriage prevention as part
of the protection of women's human rights, espe-
cially girls. At the global discursive level, defining

riage (hereafter child marriage) particularly in rela-
tion to the lives of girls living in the Global South
often places them as vulnerable, ‘victims' that need
saving from ‘harmful’ norms (Horii 2020). Prac-
tices of child marriage are inseparable from its ex-
ploitative and harmful nature. However, as we will
show in this paper, the discourse of child marriage
produced in humanitarian projects and interventions
often avoids the complexity and diversity of the
practices and the lives of the girls and reduces the
problem into a monolithic narrative of Global South
communities traditions, backwardness, and inherent
gender inequality.

child marriage is often intertwined with the idea of We ask: How has the discourse of child mar-
‘forced marriage’, which involves the marriage be- riage in relation to girls in the Global South, espe-
tween an early-teenage girl and a much older man. cially Indonesian girls, developed historically? At
As such, the discourse of early, child, or forced mar- the present time, how have international NGOs de-
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picted the issue of child marriage? To answer these
questions, the paper will start with an overview of
literature on girl-centred development agendas.! We
then proceed to our research methods. The follow-
ing sections shared our findings based on the histor-
ical and present discourse of child marriage in In-
donesia. We end the paper with our reflections and
recommendations on how the issue of child marriage
can be discussed beyond the narratives of victimiza-
tion to celebrate Indonesian and Global South girls’
agency.

GIRL-CENTRED DEVELOPMENT AGENDAS

This paper is informed by feminist literature
critical of the political, social, and cultural conse-
quences of development discourses that focus on
empowering girls and deploying ideas of ‘girl power’.
In many development initiatives, girls are consid-
ered as better investment because they are per-
ceived to be more responsible than boys and have
relatively more freedom than older women (Koffman
and Gill 2013); they are more productive as they
work harder and spend less resources on themselves
(Wilson 2015); and they are also more likely to give
back to the community (Calkin 2015b; Cobbett
2014).

In development empowerment agendas, girls
are seen to be the ideal neoliberal subjects who
are central in the labor force and the market. Neo-
liberal values are evident in at least four devel-
opment agendas: access to the labor market, pro-
motion of entrepreneurship and microfinancing
programs, freedom of consumption, and--the focus
of this paper-- reproductive rights and choice
(Calkin 2015a; Harris 2004; Hickel 2014; Wilson
2015). The agendas of empowerment, in other
words, seem to equate giving voice or power to girls
with economic capital and productivity. We briefly
explain each agenda below.

Development initiatives see girls' access to
means of production as key to their empowerment;
therefore, making sure they have the opportunity
to join the labour forces is assumed to be effective
in improving girls' lives as well as their community’s
and the global economy (Hickel 2014). However,

increasing participation of girls in labour forces does
not necessarily guarantee them a living wage, equal
pay to their male counterparts, or protection from
exploitation. Jason Hickel notes that international
development agencies risk young women’s lives into
new forms of subservience as workers, consumers
and debtors. He points out that the agencies make
‘heavy use of Marxist and feminist language, cri-
tiquing the fact that women lack access to means of
production (like land and capital), critiquing culture
as ideology wielded by males to control and subordi-
nate females, and adopting the language of liberatory
‘social movements™ to justify economic-centred em-

powerment model (2014:1362-63).

Girls are also assumed to be the source of
‘untapped’  entreprencurship potential. They are
considered to be already entreprencurial due to
their ‘maternal’ nature (Calkin 2015a:301), and girls
who live in poverty are presumed to be casily stim-
ulated by entreprencurial programmes (Koffman
and Gill 2013:85). Kalpana Wilson points to how
in Bangladesh microfinance-as-empowerment pro-
grammes prefer women and girls because they are
stereotypically more responsible and have ‘shame
and honour’ which can be a collateral that pre-
vents them from running away from the programmes
(2015:811).  Some girl empowerment organiza-
tions aim to build girls" confidence by promoting a
figure of what Sarah Banet-Weiser calls ‘the entre-
preneur of the self” who concentrates on individual
self-work: building confidence and leadership ca-
pacity and celebrating beauty (2015:186). Similarly,
Anita Harris has identified programs that aim to
build young women's economic autonomy by devel-
oping business ideas and plans (2004). The under-
lying tenet of such entrepreneurship schemes is the
construction of young women as the ideal subject of
late capitalism or ‘the girl entrepreneur’” who makes
their own success and is responsible for her own so-

cial rights (2004:71-74).

In addition to girls' participation in the la-
bour force and developing entrepreneurial capacity,
the freedom to make personal choices as consumers
is included in girls" empowerment discourse. ‘Girl
power’ is commodified for the consumption of young
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women through well-packaged social activism--they
are key to the ‘market of empowerment: a market
that promotes the necessity for girls to be empow-
ered and consume their empowerment (Banet-
Weiser 2015:183). In the lifestyle industry, prod-
ucts, brands, and lines are marketed using the
terminology of ‘girl power’, and the image of asser-
tive, smart, and sassy girlhood is central. The ideal
future is for the girls to grow up to be educated and
successful career women with glamorous lifestyles.
Girls therefore need the necessary training and as-
sistance to pursue that future. In effect, girls can
be categorized into at least two: the ‘can-do girls’
and the ‘at-risk girls', based on their capacity to at-
tain the ideal future as they grow up. The can-do
girls are “optimistic, self-inventing, and success-ori-
ented’, while the at-risk girls are “living in poverty,
in unstable homes, in communities known for vio-

lence, drugs, and crime” (Harris 2004:24).

References to the trope of ‘can-do” and ‘at-
risk’ girls are often used in the fourth agenda item
that this paper will expand on: girls’ reproduc-
tive rights and choice. The training of the ‘can-do
girls' generates the ideal worker/consumer/citi-
zens who are independent and capable of taking
care of their own lives in most Global North soci-
cties. This ideal figure also often delays their child-
bearing and/or child rearing duties because of their
successful careers. In contrast, at-risk girls are seen
as ‘problematic’ individuals who often fall to the
trap of teen pregnancy and child or early marriage.
Young motherhood, in other words, is a “calamity”
(Duncan 2007:307) and an “unthinkable waste and
a tragedy” (Harris 2004:23). The discourse of re-
productive rights and choice as it is ‘transferred’ to
the Global South girls, however, takes a different
form. The right and choice to delay motherhood and
pregnancy are promoted by NGOs to countries like
Indonesia as a form of ‘empowerment’” and popula-
tion control that can help alleviate poverty and so-
cial issues (Horii 2019). So, while it is framed as
reproductive rights and choice, it is also about ful-
filling the demand for Global South young women's
entry to and intensification of their role in the labour
force. This does not really address the global and
structural inequalities between the Global North

and the Global South (Hickel 2014).

[Literature on critical perspectives on child
marriage is still very limited. Bunting (2003) em-
phasizes that the portrayal of child marriage as uni-
versal throughout the world and the human rights ar-
gument that hones in the analysis of child marriage
practices ignore the context of structural problems
at the global level. 'To elaborate on the problems of
dominant child marriage discourse, Belen Giaquinta
(2016) analyzed the problems using post-develop-
ment theory, post-colonial feminism, and the new
sociology of childhood studies frameworks as ex-
plained below.

Firstly, as a geopolitical agenda in the prac-
tice of global mainstream development (MacKinnon
2011), child marriage is often seen as a problem ex-
perienced by Third Nations or Third World, al-
though in practice it occurs in Western countries
as well, such as the United States and the United
Kingdom (Gangoli, McCarry, and Razak 2009;
Warner 2004). In addition, when child marriage
is framed as a "T'hird World problem’, not all areas
of the Third World are represented equally. Child
marriage as a global issue is often represented
through ‘hot spot’ areas, referring to places where
intervention is necessary, or where the practice oc-
curs (Giaquinta 2016). In other words, borrowing
Arturo Escobar’s (1995) perspective, in an effort to
problematize a social reality, patriarchy and ethno-
centrism play a role in silencing the voices of those
who should define their own problems. ‘Coloniza-
tion of reality’, according to Escobar, plays the role
of forming the dominant discourse when the repre-
sentation of certain groups becomes dominant and
shapes perceptions of social reality. Monocultural
assumptions that arise related to child marriage are
then considered and used as a dominant develop-
ment framework, which are not in accordance with
the reality that occurs in many contexts.

Secondly, post-colonial feminism, according
to Giaquinta (2016), considers that the position of
women and girls in mainstream child marriage dis-
course is constructed as monolithic and ‘Other’ sub-

jects. The lens of post-colonial feminism is thus

useful to dismantle the representation of dominant
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women and girls in the global discourse of child
marriage, specifically how discourse constructed
by Western countries is used in describing wom-
en's experiences, a practice of the ‘appropriation of
knowledge', borrowing from Chandra Tapalde Mo-
hanty (1988). This has uprooted women's and girls’
experiences from various forms of oppression that
are influenced by the political, historical, socio-cul-
tural contexts of women, including the power struc-
tures at work. In addition, narratives of young peo-
ple’s sexuality--an aspect that is closely related to
the issue of child marriage--are often ignored or ex-
cessively regulated in mainstream global discourse.
Girls' sexual subjectivity is neglected in under-
standing their agency to marriage, or it is corrected
to follow the categorization of good and bad sexual
experiences through development interventions.

Finally, the development of critical studies of
childhood plays an important role in dismantling the
problem of the dominant global discourse of child
marriage, especially in relation to the universalized
understanding of childhood. A human rights-based
approach that is used popularly as a framework for
development interventions often places girls as non-
sexual, passive, vulnerable, and in constant need
for protection from adults (Bhana 2008; Giaquinta
2016). Although child participation is used as one
of the key strategies in preventing child marriage in
Indonesia, participation is limited to prevent child
marriage practices (Bappenas & KPPPA 2020).
This limits further attempts to investigate children’s
own decision to marry, including to examine care-
fully relational and situational aspects that help
shape their decision (Horii 2020). In the contra-
diction between child agency and sexuality, Waites
(2005:19) asks: “[W]hat, then, are the conditions in
which children should be called to participate in de-
cision making, and give their ‘consent’ in activities
affecting them?”. Moreover, many critical thinkers
have argued that the global definition of children,
agreed internationally through the Convention on
the Rights of the Child, was formed based on the
single imagination of Western society towards an
ideal childhood, which was then imported as a uni-
versal model of childhood throughout the world

through development interventions (Ansell 2005).

METHODS

To understand how the discourse around
Global South and Indonesian girls and child mar-
riage develops, we deployed discourse tracing as an
analytical method. Discourse tracing refers to the
analysis of “the formation, interpretation, and ap-
propriation of discursive practices” (L.eGreco and
Tracy 20009: 1518). To do so, we traced the history
around child marriage in Indonesia from previous
research. We also find patterns on the depiction of
girls and child marriage in six publicly available re-
ports as listed in Table 1.

The six documents selected were publicly ac-
cessible reports in the past 5 years that included In-
donesia in their analysis. These reports were pro-
duced by international NGOs who are active in
promoting children, youth, and girls' wellbeing
through their program and advocacy. We under-
stand that the documents do not cover the breadth
of reports published by international NGOs on
child marriage in Indonesia, and it is not the goal
of the current study to map them out. Our focus,
rather, is to understand how the lives of Indonesian
girls specifically and the ‘Global South’ girls gen-
crally have been imagined in different ways in re-
lation to the problem of child marriage in order to
push forward the project of decolonizing our knowl-
edge production about the girls (Saraswati and Beta
2020). Below, we profile the NGOs and the docu-

ments included in this study.

Plan International was founded in 1937
in Spain, and today it is working in 75 countries
around the globe. Plans The 2020 Asia Girls Re-
port: Introducing the Asia Girls' Leadership Index
(2020) (hereafier Asia Girls Report) and Time to
Act! Accelerating Efforts to Eliminate Child, Farly
and Forced Marriage in Asia (2018) (hereafter
Time to Act) analyzed in this study were published
by Plan International Asia Hub based in Bangkok,
Thailand. Asia Girls Reportis the NGO's “inaugural
research report on the situation of girls in Asia and
part of our contribution to the sustainable develop-
ment agenda” (2020:9). While the report admits
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the speedy rise of Asian economies, it claims that “[i
nequality in Asia looks different than in other parts
of the world” to justify its introduction of Asia girls
leadership index. The index includes six key compo-
nents (education, economic opportunity, protection,
health, political voice and representation, and laws
and policies) and 23 indicators. The index is used to
measure the girls' leadership in 19 countries in Asia.
In almost each of the components measured, Singa-
pore--the richest country included--leads the index.
It is perhaps not a surprise since countries in Fast
Asia such as Japan, China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and
South Korea are not measured in this index. This
report focuses on five countries for profiling in the
report, which included an extensive discussion of
the lives of the girls and child marriage in Bangla-
desh, India, Cambodia, Indonesia, and Vietnam.

Save the Children (Save) was founded in
1919 in the United Kingdom. Save’s Every Last
Girl (2016) is the second installment of the orga-
nization's fvery Last Child series. The report pro-
vides a global overview of child marriage cases and
highlights the results of Girls’ Opportunity Index
measured for 144 countries. Countries listed as the
lowest ranked are mostly those in Africa and the
Middle Fast, while Indonesia is in the 73rd position.
Saves ‘loward an Ind to Child Marriage: Lesson
from Research and Practice in Development and
Humanitarian Sectors (2018) ("loward an Find) pro-
vides a global overview by synthesizing previous lit-
erature, mapping Save's previous intervention pro-
grammes on child marriage around the globe and
including practitioners’ voices.

Rutgers is a Netherland-based centre on
sexual and reproductive health and rights which
today operates in 18 countries founded in 2010.
Rutgers' Lembar Fakta Kesetaraan Gender Remaja
di Indonesia or Gender Fquality Fact Sheet for Ad-
olescents in Indonesia (2019) (Fact Sheet) and
Gender Norms and Adolescent  Development,
Health and Wellbeing in Indonesia (2019) (Gender
Norms) provide an overview of gender equality, and
report gender socialization and sexuality develop-
ment in Indonesia among 12-24 year olds sourced
from the organizations’ FExplore4Action research
and advocacy program.

This paper approaches the reports, policy
documents, books, articles, and news as integral
part of the discourse of child marriage. Following
Chandra Tapalde Mohanty, we use the lens of ‘fem-
inist solidarity’ that focuses “not just on the inter-
sections of race, class, gender, nation, and sexuality
in different communities of women but on mutuality
and coimplication’, which ‘requires understanding
the historical and experiential specificities and dif-
ferences of women’s lives as well as the historical
and experiential connections between women from
different national, racial, and cultural communities”
(2003:242). This means that our discourse tracing
of child marriage and Indonesian girls is informed
with the belief that girls and young women in dif-
ferent societies and cultural contexts have different
experiences. This approach allows us to be mind-
ful and critical when encountering generalizing and
global outlooks on how girls should live and should
be supported. The following two sections discuss
our findings.

Tabel 1.
Overview of Recent Reports Published by International NGOs Analysed in This Study

No Organization Name Report Title Publica- Countries the report
tion year focuses on
1 Plan International (Plan) | The 2020 Asia Girls 2020 Regional (Asia)

Report: Introducing the 1. Afghanistan

Asia Girls' Leadership 2. Pakistan

Index 3. India
4. Nepal
J. Bhutan
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6. Myanmar
7. Bangladesh
8. Sri [Lanka

9. Maldives
10. Thailand
11. Cambodia
12. Vietnam
13. Lao PDR
14. Philippines
15. Malaysia

16. Singapore
17. Brunei Darussalam
18. Indonesia

19. Timor Leste

2. | Plan International (Plan) | 77me to Act! Accelerar- | 2018 Regional (Asia)
ing Efforts to Fliminate 1. Bangladesh
Child, Farly and Forced 2. India
Marriage in Asia 3. Cambodia
4, Indonesia
5. Vietnam
3. Save the Children (Save) | Every Last Girl 2016 Global overview, including
Indonesia
4. Save the Children & UC | Toward an Fnd to Child | 2018 Global overview
Berkeley School of Law | Marriage: Lesson from
Human Rights Center Rescarch and Practice
(Save) in Development and
Humanitarian Sectors
5. | Global Early Adolescent | Lembar Fakta Kese- 2019 Indonesia
Study & Rutgers WPF taraan Gender Remaja
(Rutgers) di Indonesia
6. | Global Early Adolescent | Gender Norms and Ad- | 2019 Indonesia

Study, Youth Voices Re- | olescent Development,
search, & Rutgers WPF | Health and Wellbeing in
(Rutgers) Indonesia
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A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF CHILD
MARRIAGE ADVOCACY IN INDONESIA

On 14 October 2019, Indonesian Presi-
dent Joko Widodo signed Law Number 16 of 2019
on the Amendment to Law Number 1 of 1974 on
Marriage. This new law raised the minimum age of
marriage to 19 years old for both boys and girls, a
change from 16 years old for girls and 19 for boys
in the 1974 Law. This was followed by the Indone-
sian government's ambitious goal to reduce the rate
of child marriage by 2030, as outlined in the recent-
ly launched National Strategy for the Prevention of
Child Marriage (Bappenas & KPPPA 2020). The
National Strategy is carried out to meet Indonesia’s
National Development Planning goals to improve
the quality of human capital. UNICEF reported that
Indonesia is one among the ten highest countries in
the world (UNICEF & Bappenas 2019). According
to National Census Bureau (BPS) data in 2018, 1
in 9 girls aged 20-24 married before the age of 18
(BPS, Bappenas, UNICEF & PUSKAPA 2020).

The agenda to eliminate child marriage, par-
ticularly to increase the minimum age of marriage
for girls has been debated by various elites in the
twentieth century of Indonesia. In their article “The
Debate on Child Marriage from the Colonial Era’,
Sita Thamar van Bemmelen and Mies Grijns (2018)
argue that child marriage should be understood as a
political issue, as it has been debated and often di-
vided Muslim conservatives and the modern elite.
This was documented through the archives from the
beginning of the Dutch occupation in Indonesia, the
carly period of Indonesian Independence, up to to-
day’s political climate. Van Bemmelen and Grijns’ ar-
ticle highlights that political elites from certain social
class, ethnicity, affiliation to certain religious beliefs
and organizations become the dominant group that
shapes the discourse of child marriage in Indonesia
since the colonial period to the present. In the co-
lonial era, particularly in the first two decades after
1900, there was a common understanding between
the Javanese and Sundanese elite, the aristocrats
(privayi) men, their educated wives, and the Dutch
colonial government that child marriage was consid-
ered as a practice that has to be eliminated. The co-

lonial government went further by implementing var-
ious policies to tackle child marriage but this effort
received backlash from urban reformist organiza-
tions as well as traditional clerics in rural areas who
held tight local customs. This was seen as an effort
to counter the legitimacy of custom-based colonial
powers (Huis 2015: 79). This refusal rolled over
to Muslim organizations and political parties on
a more massive scale which later led to the debate
over the minimum age of marriage in 1973. The New
Order government originally proposed 18 years old
for women and 21 years old for men. However, the
agreement that many parties accepted was 16 years
old for women and 19 years old for men.

The idea of modernizing Indonesia also fuels
the arguments of those who advocate for the elim-
ination of child marriage. In the early twentieth
century of Indonesia, Blackburn and Bessell (1997)
found that according to the elite social reformers,
the practice of parents marrying off their daughters
at or before the onset of puberty was considered a
‘social evil. Before this century, only few Indone-
sians knew their precise chronological age due to
the lack of birth registration, and marriage itself was
regulated under the supervision of kin and religious
(particularly Islamic) authorities (1997: 108). The
idea of modernization, through the promotion of in-
dividual rights and the state’s control over family life
was brought initially by the Dutch colony in their
attempt to problematize child marriage as a political
and morality issue that needed to be intervened.

The lack of rigorous data was also proven to
be a challenge when it comes to advocating for the
climination of child marriage in the early twentieth
century of Indonesia. However, although child mar-
riage was defined differently in many communities,
anecdotal evidence made it clear that child marriage
was a common practice occurring in various social
classes across the archipelago. The attempt to in-
crease the minimum age of marriage was too inti-
mately interlinked with religious and customary law,
which was proven to ignite too many disagreements
particularly from strong Islamic networks.

Child marriage agenda, particularly regulating
the minimum age of marriage for girls, is best under-
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stood in the context of broader policy objectives,
particularly in the New Order regime of authoritar-
ian Indonesia. This is particularly relevant in the
context of regulating the age of marriage after 1965.
The enactment of Marriage Law in 1974 was part
of the state’s control over population growth, hu-
man capital development through education, as well
as regulating the domestic roles of women, followed
by the depoliticization of the women's movement
(Blackburn and Bessell 1997: 136). According to
van Bemmelen and Grijns (2018), after Reformasiin
1998, there has been a proliferation of new actors in
child marriage advocacy, with child-focused organi-
zations came into the scene in their attempt to pro-
mote child welfare and survival. The popularisation
of the ideal notion of childhood, through the adop-
tion of the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) as a development framework since the early
1990s marks the new era of regulating Indonesian
childhood. The focus on girls, has become popu-
lar among international humanitarian organizations,
where child marriage becomes one pertinent issue
that needs saving.

Various studies have shown the role of young
people’s agency as an important aspect in deter-
mining with whom, when, and why marriages occur.
Several case study research in Bali and West Java
found that in many cases, young people were the
ones who made the decision to get married, and
in their perspective, their marriage is not consid-
ered as forced marriage (Horii 2020; Grijns et al.
2016). Moreover, Grijns et al (2016) identify a ty-
pology of child marriages in West Java based on
young people’s agency, firstly are love matches of
young people who chose their own partners as well
as marriages inspired by orthodox beliefs. Similarly,
an ethnographic research in Lombok also shows the
use of social media in challenging social norms re-
lated to early marriage, as social media facilitates the
possibility of young people to find a partner, engage
in premarital sex, and marriage (Termeulen 2019).
With the ‘universal’ definition of child marriage as
any type of (forced) marriages under the of 18, child
marriage has become a discursive practice that re-
mains to be uncontested and unchallenged (Horii
2020). What we propose is instead to acknowledge

the diversity of this practice as well as young peo-
ple's agency, especially girls, in making decisions
about their own marriage. To further our investiga-
tion, the next sections discussed the findings based
on international NGOs reports published in the past
five years. We found three key patterns: the per-
sistence of humanitarian visuality depicting the imag-
ined sufferings of Indonesian and Global South girls;
the emphasis on the girls" community problems; and
the constant calls for investment.

IMAGINING SUFFERINGS

We will start with the most obvious pat-
tern that emerged from our analysis: the persistent
visual stereotypes of girls in Asia. A number of
studies have looked into the persistence of the vi-
suality of the brown/black/poor girl in develop-
ment discourses. There is presumed universality of
the Global South girls suffering, eliding “differences
of race, nation, and class” (Khoja-Moolji 2016). The
work of Fuyuki Kurusawa on humanitarian visuality
is key here. He aptly argues that “humanitarianism,
like other large political and socio-economic appa-
ratuses, must actively construct objects and sites for
their intervention (i.e., events and situations of mass
disaster, scenes and states of emergency, and condi-
tions of victimhood, suffering, and trauma,) and cor-
responding subjects (i.c., vulnerable, victimized and
suffering populations, predominantly of colour and
in the global South)” (2015:2-3). The construction
of girls as the ‘corresponding subjects” through im-
ages, therefore, should not be treated as secondary
to the textual discourses in the documents. In each
of the reports we analyzed here, we can clearly see
the role of the images to help its readers imagine the
lives of the girls. Further, the images help the justi-
fication for different forms of intervention programs
campaigned in the reports. In other words, “[the]
pictures create the space for human rights politics
and the humanitarian imaginary” (Kurasawa 2015:4)

The images accompanying the reports on
child marriage analyzed in this study are filled with
girls with brown or darker complexion. Most of
them are portrayed alone, with the camera focusing
on one girl, usually looking back at the camera.
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They may be smiling or looking serious.

In some images, when she is not alone, people
behind her are blurred. The individual girl ofien
stands in front of an earthly coloured background
or she stands outside a rather dirty looking environ-
ment. In a number of images, the girl is also wearing
the veil, suggesting her Islamic identity. When the
girls in this report are portrayed in groups, which
only appear in a few pages, most of them are accom-
panied by girls of similar complexion. A naive ques-
tion could be asked: Is the problem of child marriage
only experienced by girls of certain characteristics?

The problem of child marriage has been con-
structed as a social problem faced by girls in different
countries around the world, including in developed
countries. Nevertheless, the ‘cultural backwardness’
linked to the child marriage as a social problem in
the reports is represented by the images of girls with
darker complexions, in sites that signify poverty.
Images of brown/black girls standing alone are re-
peated to conjure a sense of pity for the suffering of
girls living with the ‘threat” of child marriage. Their
bodies, in other words, represent a space justifiable
for humanitarian intervention in developing nations.

The second pattern emergent from the reports
is the tendency for the NGOs to demonstrate how
the girls are living in exceptionally problematic cir-
cumstances because of the oppressive community
and social norms they live in. The main causes of the
girls ‘suffering” are the families, the communities, and
the norms the girls had to live in. The reports made
by Plan and Save sweep through different cultures
and societies and make quick generalizations and
then claim that, because of the oppressive environ-
ment they live in, the girls have no power over their
own lives.

Plan's Asia Girls Report best exemplifies
how the lives of girls in Asia are reduced and flat-
tened out. “In many parts of Asia, girls and women
are undervalued, underestimated, and continue to
encounter gender-related restrictions and inequali-
ties that keep them from realising their full potential”
(2020:12). The report frames the lives of the girls in

Asia in binary: either they grow up with the interven-

tions of the NGO and therefore become successful
or they fail in life because they live in communities
in which child marriage is common and will there-
fore end their education and their career. In this re-
port, a successful future for girls in Asia can only be
achieved when the girls are equipped with leadership
capabilities so that they can earn leadership roles in
businesses and government institutions. The report
continues its claim:
‘It a girl is to develop those capabilities, her family
and community must first address inequalities and
their detrimental impact to her health, nutrition and
education. She must be supported and encouraged to
make her own decisions and (o pursue opportunities
that will allow her to realise her own goals, including
those related to her career, whether or not she mar-
ries, and if and when she will have children. She must
be given the same opportunities as her male peers to
participate in public discourse, hold decision-making
roles, and be protected from discrimination, harass-
ment and abuse.” (2020:15)

The claim quoted above demonstrates how
for international NGOs like Plan, the fault is lo-
cated in the family and the community. The imag-
ined social units in Asia are seen here to be ahis-
torical, static, and generalizable across the region,
and child marriage is seen to be a prevalent social
problem because the girls live in such communities
which are innately unequal: “Girls often face gender
discrimination before they are even born, due to at-
titudes and behaviour patterns passed down from
generation to generation” (2020:16). In Plan’s 7ime
to Act, specific ethnicities are framed as to have a
higher prevalence of child marriage: “Child marriage
rates are highest in rural areas and in West Sulawesi,
with some evidence that CEFM [Child, Farly, and
Forced Marriage] may be higher among specific
cthnic groups including the Sundanese in West Java
and Madurese in East” (2018:13). Even in reports
that use global perspective such as Save's, stories
of girls used in the reports came from those living
in ‘Global South’ countries. Saves Every Last Gid
(2016) cites stories of girls from Fthiopia, El Sa-
vador, and the Philippines to demonstrate girls' suf-
fering. In each story, the community is depicted to
be oppressive and violent.
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We are not proposing that we should deny ac-
tual social violence and problems. Child marriage
can be problematic and exploitative. However, we
propose that by framing certain communities or so-
cieties as inherently and exceptionally problematic,
the international NGOs maintain the marginalization
of girls from the Global South by depicting them as
victims. Gender and sexual inequalities are not spe-
cific to Global South nations; however, the constant
derision of the girls" cultures, communities, and so-
cieties leaves little to cover up the international
NGOs neo imperialist framework. The absence of
extensive discussions about the cultural problems
or stories of sufferings of girls from ‘developed’ na-
tions in Fast Asia in Plan's Asia Girls Report, for in-
stance, demonstrates the epistemic injustice of how
Asia girls should be imagined and known. Interven-
tions to kinship and gender roles in Global South
should not be taken as self-evident (Hickel 2014)
nor should it be allowed to be vague or generalized.
We should be critical, and perhaps a bit more cyn-
ical, with claims that generalize and transplant the
same model of suffering for girls who live in vastly
different circumstances.

The third and last emergent pattern we would
like to focus on is related to the ways in which the
reports employ the girls’ imagined oppressed and
backward lives for calls for investment. The word in-
vestment is mentioned frequently in the documents
we analyzed. The logic is that funds funneled by de-
veloped countries and rich donors will fix the future
of the girls, lift them up from poverty, and protect
them from the threat of child marriage.

The justification for demands for investment
is made by using girls as ‘emblems of futurity’, (Mac-
Donald 2016:13). One of the claims made in Plan’s

Asia Girls Report demonstrate this:

“Access to education shapes the outcomes of individ-
uals from the carliest stages of their life. Fducating
women and girls has immense potential for the de-
velopment of children and adolescents themselves, as
well as lor their [uture children. FEducation promotes
social inclusion, supports economic growth and in-
creases gender equality by reducing socio-economic
disparities and delaying marriage and pregnancy. In-

contrast, a lack ol education reduces employment op-
portunities and luture earning capacities that, over
time, contribute to income inequality and lead to

continued cycles of poverty.” (2020:33)

The quote above demonstrates the two paths
set up for girls. The first is a life filled with educa-
tional opportunities which facilitate social mobility
and gender empowerment. The second one is a path
that leads the girls to a series of failures due to lack
of education. In other words, NGOs like Plan have
mapped out and predicted the futures of the girls,
and following the binary logic, deviations from the
ideals they set up is assumed as failure. How then
should the NGOs guarantee the predicted future of
the girls? Save's Every Last Girls explains that

‘[tfackling the root causes ol girls’ exclusion and dis-
empowerment is not easy — that’s an understatement.
But with sustained effort and investment, change is
possible. It is possible to build a world that guaran-
tees the equal rights and [reedom for every last girl
to Lulfil their potential. T'his requires working to sup-
port the empowerment ol every last girl, while simul-
tancously working with stakeholders at all levels, in-
cluding men and boys, to enable environments where
girls can realise their [ull and equal rights and thrive”

(2016:vii).

Even in a report that focuses on Indonesia,
Rutgers’ Gender Norms stake their demands for
change using the language of ‘investment’: “We must
make use of the window of opportunity that early
adolescence presents and invest in very young ad-
olescents to build positive and equitable gender

norms” (2019:6).

While donations and funds can practically
help the lives of the girls, the NGO reports do not
provide space for serious discussions of global eco-
nomic inequality that may cause the precarious and
insecure lives the girls live in nor do they explain
how child marriage may provide a false sense of se-
curity for the girls and their families precisely be-
cause of the “global economic and political forces
that impoverish women (and men) in the global
South in the first place” (Hickel 2014:1364). While
one could argue that this has been a social ‘script
that NGOs follow or that in many circumstances
different discourses have made girls or females bear
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the responsibilities of social problems, we refuse to
accept the impossibility of changing the discourses

about Global South girls.

CONCLUDING NOTES: INDONESIAN AND
GLOBAL SOUTH GIRLS BEYOND VICTIM-
IZATION

Through our analysis, we aim to showcase
that the child marriage discourse, as we trace his-
torically, is rooted in specific colonial ideas sur-
rounding modernity, childhood, and marriage. The
debates around child marriage needs to be under-
stood in the context of broader policy objectives
in different periods. At present time, we show how
international NGO documents have tendencies to
flatten the complex experience and lives of Indone-
sian girls into forms of victimization sourced from
the girls’ problematic communities.

While the dominant child marriage discourse
as a violation of human rights continues to be un-
challenged and uncontested (Horii 2019), we argue
on the importance to investigate child marriage prac-
tices critically. From our analysis, we show that the
universalistic and ahistorical portrayal of girls only
continues to justify the need of international devel-
opment interventions and that it misses the complete
and diverse factors that drive child marriages, in-
cluding the agency of young people.

Moving forward, future empirical research
on child marriage needs to investigate the contex-
tualized realities of this practice, including to put
the focus on investigating young people’s sexualities
and the agency of young people in determining with
whom, when, and how marriage occurs (see Col-
quhoun and Nilan 2020 in this edition). Through
this, as informed by previous research in Indonesia
(see Horii 2019, 2020; Grijns and Horii 2018), fu-
ture social policies can offer a range of alternatives
in addressing the harmful impacts of child marriage
beyond regulating the minimum age as envisaged
by the dominant discourse. By focusing on ban-
ning child marriage, social policies obscure the di-
verse social realities, tend to drive the practices un-
derground (see Boyden et. al. 2012; Archambault
2011), and serving its empowering role. As Bunting

argues, “early marriage is a symptom not a cause of
the socio-economic troubles facing many adoles-
cents in developing countries” (2005:34).

As child marriage has become an emerging
development agenda at the global and national level,
we hope that this paper would also serve as a call
for academics and policy makers to reinvestigate
and address our own biases and limitations of our
knowledge on how we analyze problems that we
wish to tackle. Our hope is that this paper contrib-
utes to ignite future conversations around develop-
ment narratives, interventions, and Indonesian and
Global South girls, especially on the importance of
different representations that value girls' resilience,
capabilities, and complexities.

NOTES

"It is important to note that the idea of ‘girl’ and ‘girlhood’
here should be understood first as an ‘assemblage of social and
cultural issues and questions rather than a field of physical
facts' (Driscoll 2008). That said, in international develop-
ment discourse, girls usually refer to those aged 15-24 years.
Girls involved in child marriages are usually those aged under
18 years old.
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