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“I was thirteen when I fell in 
love with my boyfriend, 
Rahim Qureshi.He was 

twenty-two. We decided to get mar-
ried. I was young; did not realise how 
this marriage would cost my life,” 
said a teary eyed Reshma Qureshi, an 
eighteen-year-old with two children.

Although Reshma’s mother, after 
learning about her plan, had tried 
to dissuade her from getting mar-
ried at such a tender age and had 
insisted on completing her educa-
tion first. Ignoring the pleas of her 
mother, she got married to Rahim, 
only to regret it later. 

“Now I realize my folly,” says a dis-
traught Reshma as her life turned 
upside after the wedding. Today, 
she feels mentally, emotionally, and 
physically drained. There are ten 
members in Reshma’s husband’s 
family including her; as the house-
hold is quite chaotic, the burden of 
all the chores falls on her shoulders. 
“I want to escape from this family 
and from this slum. The house is full 
of alcoholics including my husband. 
The minute I wake up, I want to run 
away. It’s a living hell. But then I 
have to look after my children,” says 
Reshma who is visibly distressed.

“The basti is not safe for girls. 
Most of the residents are daily wage 
earners; both men and women in a 
house are required to earn in order 
to survive. They are wary of leaving 
their young daughters at home and 
to get rid of their responsibility, try 
to marry them as soon as possible. 
The custom of child marriage is still 
accepted in some communities,” 
shares Sujata Sawant, founder and 
chairman of Noble Foundation and 
one of the grassroots partners of the 
Khana Chahiye Foundation. 

Reshma’s mother, who is always 
concerned about her daughter, has 
not been keeping well. As she has 
no means of sustenance, Reshma 
has to look after her. Her husband 
and in-laws, however, want Reshma 
to sever all ties with her. “I won’t 
do that. I love my mother, and now 
that she’s unwell, it’s my duty to 
help her. My mother had taught 
me the importance of a disciplined 
life. But due to my mistake, I have 
ended up in this unhealthy environ-
ment,” Reshma regretted.

Child marriage has been a concern 
worldwide for decades; it is a human 
rights violation. UNICEF stated in its 
child marriage report that, globally, 

one in five girls is married, or is in a 
union, before their 18th birthday; 21 
per cent of young women in the age 
group of 20-24 years were child 
brides. Primarily driven by poverty 
and economic status, the practice 
also relies on cultural, traditional 
and religious motives. It is recog-
nised internationally as a violation of 
human rights and of children’s rights.

Currently, Reshma is pregnant 
with her third child; living in an 
unhealthy and unsupportive envi-
ronment. Her marriage is already 
on the rocks, and she regrets get-
ting married so early. However, 
Reshma is most concerned about 
her daughter since the slums are 
unsafe. Reshma’s concerns about 
the safety of her daughter are not 
completely unfounded. But child 
marriage is not a solution to the 
problem. This society has to learn 
to uphold the laws and we need to 
stand with women like Reshma.

Activists like Sujata are work-
ing continuously on the ground 
to break the cycle of poverty that 
perpetuates age-old traditions 
like child marriage. Her initiative 
to involve women like Reshma 
at Khana Chahiye’s Community 
Kitchen at Kurla, has provided a 
new direction to their lives. Before 
this, they had rarely stepped out of 
their house but now they plan the 
menu of the food to be cooked at the 
kitchen and to deliver it.

(Courtesy: Charkha Features. The 
writer is from Maharashtra.)

Surviving as women in informal 
settlements is so tough

Other than initiatives by individual and civil society organisations, the responsibility to curb the menace 
of child marriage lies with the law enforcement agency. Impunity for child marriage persists due to poor 
enforcement of laws and gaps and weaknesses in the legal framework, says Alka Gadgil 
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Illustrations	that	reflect	the	trauma	of	women	like	Reshma.	
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