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Dedicated to all the adolescent girls and young women who shared their narratives with us.
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Pictures have been used with the consent of respondents, but do not represent the actual individuals.
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Note from the Dean

I am excited to share our photo-narrative publication that attempts to
provide an insight on the lives of adolescent girls in urban slums. This
work is based on three years of quantitative and qualitative research in
Dhaka and Chattogram. The research finds that for many of the young
adolescent girls there are changing aspirations and opportunities as
well as pressures of managing social expectations and reproducing
gender norms in these environments.

We hope the narratives provide an understanding of the harsh realities
of everyday life, choices and experiences of adolescent girls, most of
whom marry early and a few who delayed their marriages due to a range
of complex structural and social factors, and that it gives recognition to
their tenacity and determination in confronting the challenges faced.
We also hope that the book will be useful for a wide range of
stakeholders, including practitioners, policymakers, researchers and
development partners, and those who remain committed to realizing
the rights of vulnerable adolescent girls in the country.

In conclusion, we would like to thank IDRC Canada for their generous
support for this research project.

Sabina Faiz Rashid, Dean & Professor

BRAC James P Grant School of Public Health (BRAC JPGSPH)
BRAC University, Dhaka, Bangladesh
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Preface

In 2016, we walked into a slum in North Dhaka, and expected to see
poverty-stricken lives and hardened faces. Instead, we met 10-year-old
Bina; who was beaming with enthusiasm, and wore make-up with false
eyelashes. We met a 12-year-old Shathi; dyed hair, and was chatting on
Facebook messenger on her smart phone. Meena, 15, laughed as she
told us her tale of rejecting a prospective suitor because she did not
want to get married so young.

Over the course of three years, the research team interviewed 61
adolescent girls and young women living in the urban slums of Dhaka
and Chattogram, and conducted a survey of 2,136 adolescent girls and
young women, aged 13-24. Through this survey, we discovered the
detailed, multi-faceted lives these adolescent girls led within the urban
slum settlements in Bangladesh.

While there are many studies on child marriage and adolescence in
rural areas , there is a dearth of qualitative, longitudinal work on the
lives of adolescent girls within the context of urban slums. There is a
clear need to examine the complex web of factors that constrain, as
well as enable adolescent girls lives and choices in slums. This
photo-narrative draws directly from the research findings, and aims to
give our readers a glimpse into the personal lives of adolescent girls,
focusing on their aspirations and agency around marriage, family and
social life, relationships, work, education, and reproductive health.

Seama Mowri and Sairana Ahsan

Centre of Excellence for Gender, Sexual and Reproductive Health and
Rights (CGSRHR), BRAC JPGSPH
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Methodology

The purpose of this research was to explore child marriage in two selected slums: one in Dhaka North City
Corporation and one in Chattogram City Corporation. The qualitative data was collected in an iterative manner
and the data for this photo-narrative was drawn from 61 in-depth interviews (IDIs) and five focus group
discussions (FGDs), which were conducted with married and unmarried adolescent girls and young women,
aged between 13-24.

A number of respondents from qualitative interviews were selected for follow-up to allow us to develop
in-depth case studies of their experiences and situations over the entire period of fieldwork, from May 2016 to
March 2018. The qualitative findings were then used to inform and improve the content of the survey tool,
identifying key themes to focus on. The cross-sectional survey was conducted amongst 2,136 adolescent girls
and young women aged 13-24, of which 1,129 were ever-married and 1,007 were unmarried.

This photo-narrative is based on the abovementioned research.

Ethical Considerations

It is important to keep in mind that we have elicited interviews with adolescent girls and young women who
have shared personal details and intimate stories on sensitive issues such as emotional heartbreaks, being
subjected to moral policing by community, decisions to delay pregnancy, etc. Stories were shared based on
mutual trust and confidence, and we have maintained confidentiality and respect their privacy when sharing
their narratives in this book. The study received ethical approval prior to data collection. Written informed
consent was obtained from all study participants.

Throughout this photo-narrative, the term child marriage is used to refer to marriage under the age of 18, and the
term delaying marriage is used specifically for girls who got married or remained unmarried above the age of 18.
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The Persistence of Child Marriage in Urban Slums

Ayesha, 19, followed her parents to Dhaka when she was five, joining the near 1,000 migrants who pour into
the capital city, Dhaka, every day. It is not clear if Ayesha will ever leave. She was married at the age of 15,
and her husband saves only a few hundred takas each month from his job as a rickshaw-puller. Meanwhile,
Ayesha is busy taking care of her two children and also does part-time beading work on sharis.

As the afternoon azaan (call to prayer) reverberates across the broken labyrinth of shacks in Dhaka slum, a
young mother named Josna prepares to bathe her one year old son. “I don't like living in Dhaka. It feels
cramped but, | have a dream to educate my son in a good school and buy some land back in my village.
Someday, | will move back home.”

UN-HABITAT defines a slum household, as a group of individuals who live under the same roof within an
urban area that lacks durable, permanent housing, sufficient living space (not more than three people
sharing the same room), easy and affordable access to safe water, access to adequate sanitation in the
form of a private or public toilet, and security of tenure that prevents forced evictions.

The 2014 census conducted by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) states 2.23 million people are
currently living in slums across the country, and the number of slum dwellers has increased rapidly over
the years, by 60.43% in 17 years as of 2015.

Dhaka, with a current population of around 15 million people, is one of the fastest growing cities in the
world. Between 1990 and 2005, the city has doubled in size — from 6 to 12 million. By 2025, the U.N. predicts
Dhaka will be home to more than 20 million people — larger than Mexico City, Beijing, and Shanghai.
Similarly, Chattogram, the country’s second largest city, has seen the number of recorded slums grow from
186 in 1997, to 2216 in the 2014 Slum Census.

Collectively, Dhaka and Chattogram slums make up for over 70% of the country’s slums. For our research,
we worked on one of the biggest slums from each city, in total two slums from Dhaka and Chattogram.
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Background

Adolescents represent almost a fifth of the country’s total population. The advent of the garments
manufacturing industry has exponentially increased employment opportunities and options, especially for
adolescent girls, as 80% of four million garment workers are female. As a result, the number of adolescent
girls working and/or studying is increasing. Their aspirations, needs, and desires are also changing and
challenging existing norms, which has created a shift in traditional marriage arrangements. In these
changing urban contexts, we know very little about their psycho-social wellbeing and daily lives: their
aspirations, desires, needs, and the challenges they face in negotiating with family members, in peer and
romantic relationships, decisions around work life, education, and mobility.

Socio-cultural norms and attitudes expect adolescent girls to marry young and raise children with little
scope or freedom for an independent life. In the urban slum context, adolescent girls are mobile, with many
having access to mobile phones, internet and social media. Within the slums and in the city they are visibly
interacting with males and some are working in newly emerging occupations such as beauty parlours and a
few in auto-mechanic workshops receiving training from NGOs. Other urban adolescent girls are engaged in
garment factories, tailoring work and as domestic help. At the same time, easy access and abundant usage
of digital technology have also created difficulties for adolescents, as older members of the community
often blame technology for “prem” (love) and incidences of divorce among the younger generation.

While early pregnancy takes away opportunities for many girls, some are actively making decisions to avoid
pregnancy by practicing birth control methods or continuing to study even after child marriage. As
adolescent girls continue to exercise choice, within the private and public domain, they are at times at risk
of ostracism and humiliation. In the urban context, there are many more options as well as challenges and
dilemmas that adolescent girls have to grapple with.
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Our research is a mixed-methods study where qualitative approach was taken for 145 respondents
and a quantitative survey was conducted with 2,136 participants.

Quantitative Component

Of the 2,136 adolescent girls and young women
aged 13-24 years, 1,129 were married.

e 927 married adolescent girls and young
women between the age of 13- 17 years

e 202 married adolescent girls and young
women between the age of 18- 24 years

Qualitative Component

Of the 61 total qualitative interviews taken, 30
were married and 31 were unmarried adolescent
girls and young women.

Of the 30 married respondents (four adolescent
girls and 26 young women) :

e 24 were married by the age of 16
e 3 were married at the age of 17

e 3 married after the age of 18

All of these figures are as reported by the adolescent girls and young women themselves. There is a
high chance of age misreporting as Streatfield et. al. (2015)" identified in their study at Matlab. The
Matlab study found that almost two-thirds of 1,766 respondents misreported their age of marriage.

Streatfield, P.K., Kamal, N., Ahsan, K.Z. and Nahar, Q., 2015.

Early marriage in Bangladesh: Not as Early as it Appears. Asian Population Studies, 11(1), pp.94-110.
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Survery Findings

82% #éhdhiee

Were married before turning 18
927 out of 1,129 surveyed ever-married adolescent girls and young women from our survey
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Adolescent Girls' Narratives

Out of 61 unmarried and married adolescent girls and young women we interviewed over
the course of this study, we selected 20 case studies that depict the heterogeneous lives of
adolescent girls and young women living in the urban slums. This photo narrative is grouped
under the following themes:

Dynamics of Child Marriage | Page 34
Opportunities and Challenges of Delaying Marriage | Page 90
Changing Aspirations and Negotiating Agency | Page 130
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Dynamics of Child Marriage
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From our survey of 1,129 ever-married adolescent girls and young women , 82% were married before the
age of 18. The median age of marriage is 16 years. In addition, in the qualitative interviews, of the 30
married adolescent girls and young women we spoke to, 27 were married before the age of 18. As the
data reveals, while structural factors such as poverty, school drop-outs, remain persistent, we came
across additional factors that seem to play a critical role in influencing decisions for child marriage. In
our survey, among 1,1,29 married girls, availability of suitable groom (22%), love relationship (20%) and
proposal from groom’s family (15%) were the top three reasons that influenced child marriage.

To shed light on these various contexts which frequently came up during our interviews with married
adolescents and young adults, we have selected quotations and case stories around each theme, which
are presented in the following chapters.

R (7T AR @ - 3,330 & RIS BT @ TG F191 M0 b2 % WO Sbr I=7 71 =33 0ol [{ew =z |
T 1T 2T 2CET S I=F | @32 AN, @ 9o T RIS FCA 8 SRBH TG A SIS ArFIHIE (T 20, S
T 2Q TR db 27 4 29 SR [{ea @07 | ANEEAR $ATS @i, e iy Foranars faass e
s el w0 | G AIfw, 391 (A0S A0 AT] To)IM o7 RN e w6 sacets, 6y siofe e g
QI NI AT T | Qe (7 A - 5,5 & [K1fEe (eze Weey (@ fofG e qeniaiees Frameess JReee @
2SS AR, ©f A - TAFS 4@ AR (3% ) , SFRPIR T (0%) IR @R AR IR (40P [ER 24wE
A1eT (3¢ %) | FRRIfEe SUmrema Ae @aee JFePas « JEaef I==E T @rie |

q REFTETS WEFATS FaF &) Al 7 ey [aes @7 30 9 [ 8 ¢ @1-55116 4o weafz, qb
RIS TLAETATS TG T ZRCE |

TR A B9 (e fres e =f< St i)

Photo to photo (respondent shared her own
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Absence Of Family Support

Six out of 30 married adolescent girls and young women from our qualitative sample, and 14.3% of 1,129
ever-married adolescent girls and young women from the survey, are orphans (or abandoned by at least one
parent), who consider marriage as a way of gaining stability and position in society.

When we met Rekha, we were struck by her bright, intelligent eyes and hopeful smile, but we could not help
but notice her bruises, which were showing through. Although only 16 years old, Rekha has been married for
over nine months.

Rekha was orphaned from birth; the responsibility for her care fell on her grandmother, but, after a few
years, Rekha's grandmother passed away. So, she was sent off to live with one of her paternal aunts.
Unfortunately, this arrangement did not last long either, as her uncle quickly grew wary of having to provide
for another member in the house.

Eventually, Rekha was sent to live with another aunt who, along with her son Arif, took Rekha in with open
arms, full of love and care. This happy period in Rekha's life came to an abrupt end when her cousin Arif got
married and his new wife felt threatened for having to live with a young, unmarried female under the same
roof. Life became miserable for Rekha, she thought her only way out of this misery was to get married and
move out. She was only 15 at the time.

u
My aunt found me a good suitor. Everyone from his family and mine were ready to go ahead,

n
but the boy’s mother and sister vetoed the wedding after learning that | was an orphan.




The prospective in-laws were concerned that their son would miss out on “jamai-ador”, which is the tradition of
pampering the son-in-law with food, accommodation, dowry, and all other means of hospitality. Eventually,
after the first proposal fell through, another suitor came along:

“I was so desperate to get married and have a home that | immediately said yes to the next suitor;
1 did not hesitate or think of anything else. It was only after | got married that I learned that
being married comes with a lot responsibilities, especially for the wife.

I had never seen a wooden stove before getting married but, | need to cook on that stove now.

I never cooked or washed clothes before, but now I have to do all that and more.

On top of that, | get a good beating every now and then from my husband;

I cannot sleep on my right side from the last beating | got from him.“
Rekha told us how her life changed after marriage and how she regrets getting married in such haste:

i
I was independent before getting married, but now I no longer feel free.
I lived for over two years with my aunt at her house in Dhanmondi.

n
I miss her. | want to visit her, but | can’t.
In addition to Rekha'’s loss of freedom, she now faces pressure to have a baby.

“My husband and in-laws want me to have a baby as soon as possible.
They do not think of my age, that | am only 16.
My husband is unemployed and does nothing productive with his time,

I am all alone in this WOI'Id."

Rekha'’s story is not unusual. She initially chose to marry because she felt she had no other options and wanted
a better life for herself. Now, she is unhappily married, overburdened with household responsibilities, and is
likely to become a mother soon, unwillingly. At just 16-year-old, she has lost her childhood and has been forced
into becoming an adult, sacrificing her hopes and opportunities for a better future.

Page 42 | ‘3@7 8



Page 43 | 991 80

cwiewikK mg_tbi Abci 1Z

QIS TIFIF o & RAIES TR (0T @ SHRTA AKNF T & &, IR TR 5,530 & [{AIES 0= < @ S
TR 38.9% A (WA A-IAH @I GFG NGO IS AARTOIS) , IR M I R O WY et A1 »iewa
- @ (I e (21 91, 12 TS [GFo! G S_Y FC0F Q6 45 2 [/ |

SR T4 @R A (el =T, SR O T, It @z Sl =iy aee s zcafests, e s =[iw f[ifeg
S ST S0 (528 (FACS 12 | (AT Q4T T30 Y, & NPT T ©IF {03 2R |

A SR #IF (AP S | 2R OF ST’ v oot o wifve, 58 $030 =7 2/ ©F wifwe [T I | SF#F Site
O O TR IR M (71 =7 | T3 RIS (7 W TS #11ta 7 | O ol St A0S SR, SR 1T
GG TS FACHA SHCATTT FC© O 2T {2 |

R (GRS SEDE FoF BI0Z AT T | G2 Fo IR OF (0 FEF, YIS (@RICE Y ABRFOA2 47 I | @A
QIR G2 07 e @RI e | SR SR [eaw =1t ©fF § e SEREe € SRRIRS TR A GFE TR PR
FACS PTG G | (@A G FETE 20 €0, SR FI0Z M TF A2 SPTEA NG (A Y67 GG A2 20 R[0T F63 @I
(TP QR e | T O3 o 93T et W v =T |

"WWW%@?W&WWWWW/W@WW@?@%/
8 I ECe AT SN S, ANGT ST (@I ST [er 2 L




TR AG-7F (2 (A @, TS [ 2I0F (BRI YFAMCS @ AR SNR-NWR A, CIICE (AP SIS (R (60
T | T, o [l (o (| AE, S 9K @0 QRI9 ST

" e & e BT AR T S GOBIE SR 2 SO
GFAET T S S @2 S ZT 0T (7| SN (I T 7 FIZ 47 S qieg owre 7 91T |
Rz 2072 SIS SI3ceT AT ANFAN (¥, {03 Mg S alfz, [Hee 0 (eead &y |
RC3= e S ST FFGR Gelr (Al 712 | [5G G SN (72 pelices qql 0 X7 |
SfT feeer PR FIFF B A2 PG 42 N2, [FF QT CTETE NHS qAE Plere SNE PIACS 2 |
©IF BT, ST JA QS SNICE AT B |
CIARIT T IR, ©IF A4 (I G0 S 20 67 AT |

@ SR SR R 717 (ST I e W (96T (R O STSIEe! I [0 TR & (37 (P SFCART FC:

" ez e T e WA e, E 99T I (NS T &7 A |
WWWWWW@&EEW@&W,@W
©fF PR YT JC 0T | Ol (ACS (JC© b2, [ e |

@R SRR, (7 (T WYNG 2RI, ©12-3 T, OIS Q<472 06T (T & SIRAMP (ATF BT (T 205 |

S T yeT ST @ 1 @ @ @ T SIS we T (73 |
IR SN 07 [T S ¢, ST T TG Y |
SN /A (@RI G2 S-G AT G [F72 P,
4z gfzee © ST 4T G|

@A D Y AR | OT TS [T FA00 GRE IR OF N 2R @, GRO OF T (Fl <55 (72 G 7ed &5 &7
G5 ©F G (brIfeeT | 9w o7 1R Gie eIl =g FIees bt Teiise G foer Zowia fReca oIt 1 200 *(F | 936
TS SfErs “Ne= e ST 7R HFeT M-S PTG W@ S I 0T 0T FACR | TS (T SIF T IR |
G 0T K FET WG HY 27 [ETR @1 AGTPFONT HISTACEHT O (2T |

Page 46 | 73T 8



= . ﬂ ﬁ; -




Crime and Harassment

From our survey: 32% of 1,129 ever-married adolescent girls and young women said
they married early due to concern of their parents over their safety and security.

Sexual harassment and violence is rampant in urban slums. Most adolescent girls and young women feel at
risk and often face harassment the moment they step outside their homes and locality, particularly at
night. While sexual assault targets both married and unmarried females, single, adolescent girls are seen as

especially vulnerable, which often makes parents anxious to marry them off as early as possible. For many
parents early marriage is seen as a protective factor for their daughters.

Meeta, the mother of 15-year-old Lubna, was asked if she would wait and marry her daughter off after she
turned 18. At first Meeta shared that she would prefer to wait but, within minutes, when questions on
security and safety within the slums were brought up for discussion, she said she would prefer an earlier

marriage for her daughter. Her views reveal that protecting the chastity of a young girl in the slum was a
daunting task. She shared the following incident, which took place in her locality:

i B

g e el

oppoe

¥ é
I;."'i"mj g2 "DI

-

"just couple months ago, a teenage girl in this locality was raped and tortured
by a local gang of boys who found her alone in her home.
These boys are associated with many crimes and muggings in the area,
but nobody reports against them and they bribe the police so they never get arrested.
We want to postpone our daughter’s marriage but,
when | think of what that girl and her family is going thl"?ugh,
“amar shorir er lom dariye jai” (I get goosebumps).
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Choosing Own Partners

From our survey, 20% of 1129 ever-married adolescent girls and young women
admitted to marrying early because of love affairs.

When 14-year-old Brishti was asked to talk about how she got married, she replied:

"
I met my husband at school, we were in love. We fled the slum, but got caught at the train station.
My parents brought us back and married us off, because of rumours spreading that we were sleeping together.

Brishti's story is common in Bangladesh’s urban slums. Adolescents no longer consider love relationships,
or intimacy as things that are taboo. During our focus-group discussions, both adolescent girls and boys
openly talked about being in relationships freely in front of each other, while some even shared anecdotes
about other friends or peers engaging in physical intimacy. Their responses were regarded as common
and were often accompanied with naughty remarks and mischievous smirks, but there didn't seem to be
any outward signs of negativity or stigma.

Leela, 16 years old, was asked to share her thoughts on relationships and marriage,
to which she answered:

/)
Having a boyfriend is fun; you go on dates and get gifts from him, | have been with three 'lzoys so far.
I move on to the next once | start to lose interest, | am not looking for marriage.




Parents and community members often blame smartphones and social media as the reason for love
relationships and marriage amongst adolescents. Mobile phones and the internet allow for a space in
which adolescent girls and boys are able to freely interact with each other, away from prying eyes and
gossiping community members. Smartphones, and Facebook have made it easier for young people to
send each other photos and couples are able to talk to each other when convenient for them. Boys often
buy mobile phones for their girlfriends with phone cards to talk and conversations are usually carried out
at night when their parents are asleep.

With access to smartphones, adolescents now have the ability to freely interact with each other, flirt, and
engage in intimate relationships and bypass gatekeepers. Some of these interactions were more
commonly reported in the urban context than rural.
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Emotional Blackmail

From our qualitative research, 10 out of 30 married adolescent girls and young women confessed to marrying due
to coercion from their boyfriends. Our survey found 38% married girls (1,129) were engaged in love relationships.

On her way to school and back, Rupa (16) would always be followed by a young man, a C.N.G. auto-rickshaw driver
named Dipu, aged 21. He sent romantic proposals to Rupa through local shopkeepers and friends, who would
vouch for him and describe how deeply Dipu cared for her. After continuously rejecting Dipu for an entire year,
Rupa changed her mind. During their year-long affair, Dipu was nothing but respectful and also quite shy. Despite
her initial reservations about the relationship, Rupa slowly warmed up to him.

u
We never went out to the cinemas,

he never looked at my face when he was talking to me, and | Iike'q that very much.
I thought he was a very shy and modest person.

They would rarely see each other and when they did, it was only for a brief moment when Rupa was on her way
to school in the morning. They talked on the phone when Rupa was able to borrow her mother’s mobile, and the
relationship continued on in secret without her parents’ knowledge. After a while, Dipu started pressuring Rupa
into marrying him.

Observations and interviews with adolescents and community members reveal that rumours of romantic
relationships spread rapidly in the slums. Rupa’s case was no different. Once they learned of Dipu, Rupa'’s parents
immediately opposed the relationship. Her father was an influential leader, and his reputation was at risk if Rupa
married someone below their social status. Rupa herself was nervous about being with Dipu but she was scolded
and beaten for being involved with him. She ended the relationship but Dipu was not willing to let it go.




On the evening before her last SSC exam, Dipu along with five of his friends, kidnapped Rupa and took her to a
nearby area outside of the slum. Dipu claimed he had poison with him, which he threatened to consume if Rupa
refused his marriage proposal. He also added that if she refused, he and his friends would make sure that the
blame for his suicide would fall on Rupa and her family.

“He had a bottle of poison in his hands and told me he would drink it if | didn't agree to marry him."
- an anxious 16-year-old Rupa explained the circumstances that led to her marriage.

She further shared,

“My heart stopped; hearing that my parents would be taken to jail because of me.
If 1 didn’t agree, he would commit suicide, and | thought, yes,
it really would become my fault for which my parer}'ts will have to pay;
I couldn’t think clearly anymore.

Rupa pleaded with Dipu, begged to be taken back to her home but, he answered with absolute confidence,

“You have already stayed four nights outside of your house, with me.
Even though nothing has happened, no one will believe that.
They will say you slept with me and had sex, which will bring shame upon you ’c;nd your family,
should you decide to return unmarried. Can you live with that?

Rupa’s case mirrors many other cases of adolescents, both boys and girls, who are being coerced to marry
through manipulative, and suicidal threats from their respective love interests. During FGDs, many of the
adolescent girls complained how boys tend to threaten to expose pictures taken together or spread rumours of
physical intimacy if the girl wanted to break up or not get married. As a result, these adolescent girls and their
families are left with little to no choice. For many of these adolescent girls, being coerced into an “official
marriage” is far more socially acceptable compared to eloping.
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Moral Policing by the Community

Parents in the slum live with the anxiety and fear of their daughters and the family getting a bad
reputation. Social shaming takes place by community members who criticize both the parents and the
girl, particularly, if she is seen as remaining single beyond the culturally acceptable age of marriage,
having too much mobility, or interacting with young males. Rumours quickly spread irrespective of the
authenticity of allegations and parents worry about securing a decent proposal for their daughters.

The girl is associated with different labels such as “noshto meye” (bad girl), “shobhab kharap” (promiscuous),
“immoral”, and viewed as “going down the wrong path” and ruining other adolescent girls and boys.
Adolescents are taunted hearing “lojja nai” (shameless), “boroder moto thakte chai” (wants to be sexually
active like an adult).

The girl's parents are reprimanded by community elders and neighbours for failing to raise their child. It
is even more difficult when the family is poor, or if they are tenants or new migrants who do not have
much influence within the community.
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Moral Policing By Community: Shame and Fear

“It was a matter of shame that my daughter was seen with a boy near the hills in the evening.
It was a grave disgrace for the family.
It didn’t take long before everyone in the neighborhood started gossiping.
My husband and | were scared just thinking what this meant for our daughter’s futu[’e,
so we decided to marry her off to another boy from the village as soon as possible.

- Josna Begum, Mother of a 13-year-old girl named Trishna.
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Moral Policing by Community: Shalish

To settle such claims and disputes, a local arbitration or shalish takes place. The shalish is
typically facilitated by male community leaders, who are often politically affiliated members
or chairman of wards or elders. Most of the residents in the slums attend these arbitrations,
which often take place in the cases of rumours of promiscuity or physical intimacy between
unmarried couples, violence within the household, local crimes, extra-marital affairs etc. In
most shalish arbitrations, the members of the committee usually rule in favour of the more
powerful, well-established and well connected families (i.e. political affiliation, landlords,
and/or strong networks with powerful leaders in the slum).

“In our area, there is a club, run by local political leaders who usually conduct the ‘shalish’.
Club authorities call for a ‘shalish’ if they hear of
physical intimacy between young couples or cases of elopement.
They usually marry the accused couple off, but if the boy’s family is wealthy,
they sometimes pay off the girl and make her move out Pf the slum.
‘Shalish’ is never fair to those who are poor.

- Nura, 19-year-old unmarried girl during an FGD.
She is a garment factory worker and lives with her parents.
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Niti, a 14-year-old unmarried girl from Dhaka slum was a victim of community interference
in her personal life. She was involved with a boy from her school who she used to spend time
with. Her roaming around with a boy was not accepted well by people in the slum. One day
as she went out of the slum with the boy, community people informed their parents
immediately. Their family went out to look for them and caught red-handed while sitting
side by side and chatting. They were brought back to the slum and a ‘shalish’ was arranged
for their misbehaviour. Community member, Shokhi workers (a local NGO providing legal
support) and their families made them promise that they will not see each other anymore.
Her grandfather slapped her in front of everyone as she was behaving like a “bad girl”.

The shalish was extremely traumatizing for Niti, as she lamented,

“Nana (maternal grandfather) never thought he would raise his hand on me...
everyone knew | was a good girl...
Nana hit me... | cried a lot for Romjan (her boyfriend)...
other people insult me anyway, but when my grandmother
and brother insult me ove/"’Romjan,
it feels really bad.

These highlights the pressures of adhering to socio-cultural norms by many adolescents and
parents. These socio-cultural norms are enforced by the community and powerful leaders,
who humiliate and harass those families and adolescents as they are perceived as
challenging the existing social norms.
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Opportunities and Challenges of Delaying Marriage

t~iitZ vetqi mthiM-mieav | evaimgn




Page 91 | T 53

From our survey of 2,136 adolescent girls and young women, 384 girls (18%) were found
to be unmarried until 18, or married after 18.

So far, we have discussed the circumstances of adolescent girls and young women and
their families, which led to child marriage. 14 young women were interviewed, aged
between 18-24, who remained unmarried until 18, and these young women gave details
of the different circumstances and reasons, which led to delayed marriage.

Incidences of both early and delayed marriages that exist in slums, indicate that
individual circumstances and pathways may lead to different marriage outcomes and
that it cannot be generalized and does not represent all adolescent females.

The following narratives reflect an array of both typical and atypical cases of girls who
delayed marriage until 18 years of age and of their experiences thus far.
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Pursuing Education and Work Opportunities

From our survey of 2,136 girls in Dhaka and Chattogram, 44% finished their primary education. From the
rest, 33% studied up to class 9 and 14% studied beyond class 9. Only 9% girls did not have any education.

From our qualitative interviews, six of the 14 adolescent girls and young women who delayed marriage,
expressed they were eager to earn more and become financially independent before getting married.
Three of them had ambitions to pursue education and delay marriage, which was strongly encouraged by
their parents, who also desired to gain social respect and status from educating their children.

These families were of the opinion that an educated daughter would lead to:

e Bringing more social status to their own families.

e Finding a suitable groom outside of the slum with a higher socio-economic status.

These changes in parental expectations indicate an underlying shift in social norms. A lot of the

adolescent girls themselves are inspired by their unmarried role-models, who may be their peers,
teachers, older unmarried NGO program staff they interact with.

“My parents are relatively more educated than most who live around us in the slum,
we have a reputation to uphold.
I can’t imagine being involved with any boy from the slum;
I don’t want to stay here for the rest of my life.
I study in college, | mingle with well-mannered boys, .
and | want an educated husband who will give me a good life outside of the slum.

- Jasmin, 18-year-old adolescent girl
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Choosing Independent Earnings over Marriage

Munia, 19 years old, has been living in the slums with her family since birth. The eldest of three, Munia’s
mother was abandoned by her husband, a rickshaw puller, who left her for another woman when Munia
and her siblings were very young. Soon afterwards, her mother furtively got married to the local Kabiraj
(traditional healer), moved in with him, and left her children with their maternal grandmother. The
hardships faced by her mother has made Munia wary of the dangers of marriage. Seeing her own mother
struggle in both of her marriages, Munia has no desire of getting married.

"It doesn’t take long for men to show their true colours;
he (stepfather) and my mother fight often.
He beats up my mother when they fight,
I never want that to happen to me."

When Munia was 16, she acquired a false birth registration card which has her at age 18, so that she could
take up a job in a garments manufacturing factory. She has been working and earning since. She earns to
provide both for herself and for her siblings. With her help, her youngest brother is now studying in a
residential Madrasah, a school for Islamic education. She lives a simple life and saves up from what she
earns after paying for the family expenses. She has a savings account in Islami bank, which she considers
as financial security for the future.

Despite the lack of support from her family, Munia did not succumb to the socio-cultural pressures of
getting married early. She takes responsibility of her two siblings in a way that her parents did not, and is
determined to save up for a better future.
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“I live a good life now. | want to remain like this.
1 go to work, eat, and have a good night’s sleep. | don‘t have to do chores.
If 1 get married, | will need to all of the chores, and on top of that, | will be beaten by my husband...
marriage means the end of a girl’s life. I've seen it happen to friends and people around me.

n
Wives can’t do anything without the husband'’s permission...

- Rehana, 18-years-old, whose mother remarried and lives separately.
Rehana lives with her grandmother in the slum and looks after her younger siblings
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A 22-year-old unmarried woman from Chattogram named Binthi spoke to us:

"My standard is this: the boy needs to be a graduate, maybe BSc or Masters.
When | was in class 9, someone from the army came with a proposal,
but my father said his daughter was still young and that | should wait.
My mother prefers being educated and wants me to study and this was her wish.
My paternal grandparents were forcing us to accept the pﬁ)posal,
but we did not consider it since | was still in school.

Binthi currently holds a Diploma in Architectural Interior Design and does freelance work in 3D Studio Max
from her laptop from their house in a slum in Dhaka. Her father is a businessman and mother is a
homemaker. Her family owns a land inside Chattogram slum and is well-off compared to most of the families
in the slum. She has an unmarried younger sister who is also over 18 years and is studying in college.
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No Choice but to Delay Marriage

Adolescent girls living in slums are typically expected to marry early and have children. Therefore it is not
surprising that many adolescent girls shared their dreams about their wedding dates, desirable grooms,
future children and life after marriage where they wanted to be taken care of.

Eight out of 14 girls shared their disappointments and frustrations that they were unmarried until their 18
years of age. Some of the reasons for delayed marriage were attributed to having “dark skin”, “being
overweight” or “very short”. Some of the others shared that they had financial obligations and needed to
contribute to their families, and others were unable to afford the dowry demands by potential suitors and
their families.

Dowry is generally, the money, goods, or estate that a woman or her family brings forth to the marriage to
meet the demands of the groom or groom’s family. It contrasts with bride price, which is paid to the bride's
parents, and dower, which is property settled on the bride herself by the groom at the time of marriage? In
Bangladesh, the price of the dowry often increases with the age of the young women3. Dowry is now called
as “gifts for the groom and his family”; it is the same tradition with a different name.

In urban spaces, as the adolescent girls get older, many of them become the primary rice-winners for their
families in cases where the male family members choose not to work and neglect family responsibilities. As
a result, these girls’ marriages are delayed and some of them worry about how they are perceived in their
own locality.

2Khan, S.R., (2001) The Socio-legal Status of Bangali Women in Bangladesh: Implications for Development. University Press.

3Bates, L.M., Schuler, S.R., Islam, F. and Islam, M.K. (2004) Socioeconomic Factors and Processes associated with
Domestic Violence in Rural Bangladesh. International Family Planning Perspectives, pp.190-199.
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3Bates, L.M., Schuler, S.R., Islam, F. and Islam, M.K. (2004) Socioeconomic Factors and Processes associated with
Domestic Violence in Rural Bangladesh. International Family Planning Perspectives, pp.190-199.
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Paira, now aged 25, shifted to Dhaka from Khulna at the age of three, when her parents moved to Dhaka in
search for better employment opportunities. Paira comes from a rather large family with five siblings, her
mother is a housewife while her father works as a mosaic layer. After her eldest sister got married and
settled in Khulna, Paira and her two elder sisters were only able to continue their studies till class 5. Soon,
they had to start working in a garments manufacturing factory in order to provide financial support for her
parents.

According to Paira, her father wasn't the type who worked hard to secure his daughters’ futures, and her
sisters were encouraged to work to save up a good sum of money for bearing their own marriage expenses
and dowry. Paira said most grooms and their families prefer a girl from a more well-to-do family, since the
dowry and chances of financial support will be better, and will also improve the groom's quality of life.

Since Paira and her sisters contribute to the family’s income, they were never pressured to get married once
the proposals started to arrive. In addition, to save up substantial money for wedding costs and dowry, they
needed more time. This had a pitfall of its own, since the chances of finding a good suitor become slim as the
girls become older.

Although Paira’s family made several attempts through relatives and professional matchmakers, they could
not find good suitors for her sisters. The matchmaker kept bringing in proposals from older men, divorced
men, and men from families of ill repute. Meanwhile, her parents maintained that they will marry off the
older daughters first, and then the younger ones, no matter how long it took.

After some time, two of Paira’s elder sisters were married at the age of 30 and then finally came Paira’s turn
came. However, she says, with grief:

17
Since | am not well-educated and do not have any money saved up,
there aren’t that many good families who approach me for marriage.
I wanted to get married since | was 20 but,

n
| feel there’s no hope for me anymore.
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Stigma of Delaying Marriage

As aresult of being single beyond the median marriage age of 16, these young women are often taunted. They
are called “bura meye” (old hag) and “abiyatta” (old maid/spinster). More often than not, the general attitude is
to blame the girl for not getting married or imply that something must be wrong with her, “meyer dosh ache”.
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Keya is a 22 year old unmarried young woman from Dhaka. She has two brothers and parents. Her mother is
a housewife and father is a van driver. Her father had small business before but had an unfortunate accident
in business hence took upon driving. Her parents are not educated and can only write their names. Keya
Studied up to class 8. She dropped out of school because of financial struggles, her parents decided it was not
worth investing in their daughter’s education and rather let her work in garment factories for the added
income. After working as a garment worker for a long time, she is now an independent tailor at home after
buying a sewing machine. She doesn’t work regularly as she is sick; had her appendix removed. She earns
approximately 2,000 taka per month.

Previously, she used to get a lot of marriage proposals starting from age 10. However, the number decreased
gradually and she is still unmarried at 22. She used to refuse the proposals before as the prospective grooms
did not match her expectations in terms of education, personality, or sometimes she did not match the
groom's expectations. She blames herself for the delay in her marriage, “beshi bachbichar korsi" (I was being
too picky). Keya said a few of her suitors eventually chose to marry other girls who were younger than her.

As Keya became older, insulting nicknames such as, abiyatta and bin-biyai (spinster), stuck to her; her
neighbors frequently shout out and taunt her when she steps out of her house. Gossip stretches so far as to
accuse her of being possessed by a supernatural force, djinn (evil spirit), which further hinders Keya from
getting marriage proposals.

She laments that, in reality, the social shaming and endless gossip have forever tarnished her reputation and
ruined all chances of her getting married.
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Aklima, an unmarried 18-year-old RMG worker told us:

“I work in a garments factory with my mother for over three years now...
no one in my village knows that | work;
they think girls who work outside of the home have ‘loose character".
Now, my parents are trying to arrange my marriage with a boy who lives abroad,
but they forbade me to disclose to the boy’s family that | have a job.
If I do, they will take their proposal elsewhere."

Aklima explains that working late triggers suspicions of secret affairs, often instigated by prying neighbors,
and the adolescent girls are often referred to as “loose meye”, which means being promiscuous. The act of
spending their own money on themselves i.e. buying clothes and accessories, or going out with friends is
seen as being “behishabi” (careless about saving). These traits are not typically desired by males when
choosing brides.
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Pressure of being a Rice-winner and Delaying Marriage

We encountered adolescent girls and young women who have been working for several years and would like
to take a break and have a less stressful domestic life.

Mou is a 22-year-old unmarried young woman, who works 12-hour shifts, six days a week over the last nine
years in Dhaka. She lost her father when she was only 13, dropped out of school, and by using a fake birth
certificates, she began working as a temporary employee at a local garments factory. Since then, she has been
the sole rice-winner of the family, and looks after her mother and two younger brothers who are now in
classes five and eight respectively.

She dreams to - "One day buy land in the village and build a house for ourselves
so we don't always have to live here."

Something she thinks her father would have done for the family, had he been alive. Towards the end of our
conversation, Mou talks about the type of traits she desires in a husband:

“I wish for a rich husband, so | wouldn't have to work again a single day of my Iife."

Of the few garment workers we interviewed, Mou was not an exception. For adolescent girls working in
garment factories, it was clear that the fatigue of working long hours and providing for their families catches
up to them. Many of them were prepared to quit working once they find a rich husband and can start living a
domesticated, stay-at-home life.
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Changing Aspirations and Negotiating Agency
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Despite the challenges adolescent girls and young women face in these urban slums, many of these girls
are strong-willed and express high aspirations to study more and have financial independence. Our
research found that despite being subjected to child marriage, many of these girls continue to negotiate
their agency in pursuing education and work and delaying pregnancy. In some cases, young girls also
shared aspirations of getting married early and having a husband look after them.

From the 61 in-depth interviews we conducted with married and unmarried adolescent girls and young
women, it was found that the path to their dreams is often riddled with tensions and obstacles, as they
navigate and negotiate new spaces for themselves. The following narratives have been selected to reflect
the journeys these adolescent girls and young women face, given the pressures to maintain social norms.
However, despite these constraints, some of them have carved out a space for themselves challenging
traditional roles and expectations in the community.
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Aspirations to Study and Work Despite Child Marriage

Rupa, featured earlier in the section Dynamics of Child Marriage (page 65), turned the situation around for
herself even though she was emotionally blackmailed into child marriage by her lover at the age of 15.

From the first time we spoke to Rupa, she has continued to pursue her studies in Bachelor of Business Studies
1st year in a government college in Dhaka. She is also working in several jobs, including teaching at BRAC
pre-primary school and providing private tutoring to students.

It has been a year since our first interview with Rupa; she now has a 2 month old baby whom she nurses while
she prepares for her Honours 1st year Accounting exams. In addition, she spends some time conducting
program activities for a local NGO, which helps raise awareness on child marriage and violence against women.
She is confident, and financially independent. Her husband is exploring opportunities for labour work abroad,
and Rupa shared that she wants to ensure her own financial security without depending on anyone.

It is important to note that even though Rupa’s father was a local influential leader, there was very little her
family could have done to protect their reputation, if her now husband (ex-lover) had gone ahead with his
threats of suicide if they didn’t give Rupa in marriage. Due to Rupa’s father’s support she has been able to
continue her education, which is not that common for young girls in poorer families who are married early.
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Aspirations for Marriage

Some adolescents pressure their parents to agree to child marriage through emotional blackmail and other
strategies. This manner of negotiation is typical in cases where adolescent girls want to marry their boyfriends
(vice versa), but the parents do not accept the match or feel their daughters aren’t ready. The children then put
pressure on their parents by eloping, or threatening to elope or commit suicide.

When asked about how and why Shorna got married at just 15, she recounted how her parents were left with
no choice, but to accept her relationship and marry her off once they found out she had been physically
intimate with a boy that they did not approve of. She stated:

“I planned and ran away one day from school to his friend’s home.
I called my parents after a day to let them know that
I have been with him the whole night;
they were furious but, their hands were tied,
they accepted us anyway and got us married."
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Choosing to Delay Pregnancy

On their wedding night, 16-year-old Mabia handed her husband, Raju a condom but, he refused to wear it.
" Why would I not enjoy it with my wife? It's not like | am going e/sewhere..." - was her husband's reasoning.

He also explained how he wanted a child, which would help strengthen their marriage, and would also improve
the relationship between his parents and Mabia. Raju’s parents were not in favour of him marrying a woman
of dark complexion.

The next day, Mabia went to a local pharmacy and bought her first birth-control pills. Since then, she has been
secretly taking the pills without informing her husband and mother-in-law. She shared that her bhabi
(neighbour’s wife) informed her about the pills.

“I keep them under my pillow, they don't need to know." - she shared with a smile.

Mabia was born an orphan, who attended four years of Madrasa schooling but dropped out due to incidences
of sexual harassment from Hujurs (Islamic teachers). Regardless of the extreme difficulties of being an orphan,
a school dropout, and being a victim of child marriage with no earnings of her own, we see her asserting herself
and expressing her right to using birth-control.
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Choosing to be an Electrical Engineer

Sania is a 17 year old adolescent girl who studies in class 9. Despite the social insecurities within the slum, she
walks to school on her own since none of her schoolmates live close by. Compared to others in the slum, her
family is better off financially as her mother works in a garment factory as a senior operator and her father
works in a jute mill. She is second among three siblings, her younger sister got a scholarship from BRAC and
studies in class 6. Her brother is in class 12 and works with her father in the same jute mill.

After finishing class 8 she wanted to do something different and chose to go for vocational training in electrical
engineering. Although she was enrolled in beauty care training she was not interested and wanted to enroll in
electrical engineering with her brother. Her mother did not agree to it, however Sania convinced her that the
beauty care area will be filled with women, but not the electrical engineering field. She boasted that in
Chattogram, she would be one of the few, because female electrical engineers are not common. Her mother
agreed and Sania received 1 year vocational training in electrical engineering from a local NGO. The training
was free and they received conveyance fee from the NGO. Later she worked in Abul Khair Steel Mill for 6
months before starting class 9. She stated,

“There were only 2 types of technical trainings...
for girls, the training comprised of nursing, beauty care, tailoring...
and for the boy’s they had training on electrical engineering.
Then | thought that it's not fair for me to attend the girl’s sessions all the time as everyone is doing it,
I have to attend the boy’s session because it seemed interesting."
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Free from Abuse

Puja is a 20-year-old girl working at a beauty salon in Dhaka. Puja’s father is a tea stall owner and mother is a
home maker. She has two younger sisters. One is 17 years old and another is 16 years old. Puja has studied up
to class 10 before marriage but did not sit for SSC exam.

Puja was married off when she was 15 years old and lived with her in-laws after marriage. Her mother-in-law
abused her emotionally and verbally every day because they wanted Puja to look after her nephews and nieces
(the children of her husband’s sisters). She was also expected to do all the house chores for the entire family
but Puja wanted to work and earn an income.

Her husband is a day labourer and does not work regularly which in turn places Puja in a vulnerable position.
17 n
She lamented, My husband is the lazy type.

As a result, she remains dependent on her in-laws for money. Puja needs to take permission from her husband
to go outside and to purchase anything more than 100-200 taka. She felt the need for independent earnings
and joined a livelihood training program seeking employment.

She secretly began to attend the training program when her husband was not home since he did not approve.
After six months of training, she started working at a beauty parlour which was a bit far from home. Being a
possessive and controlling husband, he would check the streets to see if there were any men waiting for her
on the road.

After her father-in-law died, she saw the opportunity to be free of her mother-in-law’s abuse and convinced her
husband to move out of that house. It was easier for her to convince him as she was earning an income and
financially independent. They moved to a separate house to live in. Now she feels free from being abused by
her in-laws and shared that she has some control over her husband and her life, for now.
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The lives of these adolescent girls are complex, and despite multiple constraints and challenges, our
research finds that adolescent girls are tackling new expectations and opportunities as well as changing
social norms; most also grapple with existing gender, social and cultural pressures in the urban spaces.
Adolescent girls expressed aspirations and made choices which sometimes were based on pragmatic
realities as well informed by their own desires and needs. While many are confronted with these tensions
and dilemma, some of them also exert agency with boyfriends, husbands, and even parents in order to
achieve what they want. Whether it is to marry someone of their choice or to not marry at all, to work, to
study even after marriage; we encountered strong-willed adolescent girls overcoming family and
community prejudices, backlash, and temporary setbacks while pursuing their goals.

Despite the hope and optimism expressed by many, factors such as poverty, crime, lack of any real options,
both economic, social and romantic relationships, led many of the adolescent girls to marry early in the
slums. Some delayed their marriages out of choice, while others were forced to due to household dynamics,
economic pressures and the need to support themselves and/or their families.

What remains to be seen, however, is what the future holds for the adolescent girls who are choosing to
delay marriages in pursuit of education and work. How will these opportunities change over time? With an
income, savings and more skills, will hope that they be more empowered to negotiate their health and life
decisions and choices that impact positively on their lives.

Many of the adolescent girls come from poor families in slums and households and they often do not have
the social capital and networks to delay marriage, which adversely impacts on their health and life
outcomes. Structural and social inequalities create a complex web of challenging factors, which future
programmes and policies need to recognize. This requires not only addressing the underlying causes of
child marriage, and initiating programs beyond the health sector, but more critical is sustaining longer term
support for both child and delayed married adolescent girls living in urban slums.
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