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This is a collection of stories from the field. As observed so presented. Girls as young as 12, 13 
are forced into marriage. Often it’s against their wish. These stories chronicle the tales of the 
girls who have been a simple economic decision for their parents. Older the girl, higher goes the 
dowry is an oft repeated phrase in their stories. Spousal abuse, deceit, torture, abandonment; 
their stories have all the segments of a well scripted drama. Sadly, these horrid tales are not 
scripted, rather for many of these girls it is the reality. 

Not everything is doom and gloom. These stories narrate the struggle, the wars the girls have 
waged to become the masters of their fates. They have made vows not to be tossed around 
like cattle. They have stood tall, fought back and seized their lives. The IMAGE Plus Project had 
an significant role to play in these events. Their trainings, spouse forums and family clubs had 
helped girls who were the beneficiaries of the project. These girls are now working with IMAGE as 
changemakers. This book, just tries to bring forth some of those stories. 
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IMAGE Plus (Initiatives for Married Adolescent Girls’ Empowerment) is an awareness based 
project based on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR). The project focuses on the 
early married adolescent girls. This project’s aim is the realization of the potentials of the early 
married girls (EMGs) in Bangladesh. Another objective of IMAGE Plus is to make sure the rights of 
the adolescent girls are being upheld. 

IMAGE Plus designed a comprehensive approach in combination of community based 
interventions with local and national level awareness raising and advocacy initiatives. As a part of 
its interventions, IMAGE Plus has run many activities like, Early Married Girls’ Group,Family Club, 
Spouse Forum, Civil Society Forum etc.These interventions have encouraged the early married 
girls to take bold steps to change their lives. The project is supported by the Embassy of the 
Kingdom of the Netherlands. 

Introduction 
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I am Aklima, I was married at the early age of 14 and 
became a mother. Motherhood pleases me but it was 
difficult for me to bear a child at such a young age. My 
father is a day laborer and mother a housewife. Ours is a 
poor family. Expensive weddings are out of question for 
us but getting married at an older age would have cost a 
lot for my parents. Thus, I was a victim of child marriage.  

After a year of my marriage, I was pregnant. I was too 
young to understand. One day I slipped and got hurt. 
Two days after that my labor pain began. I was attended 
by a traditional birth attendant, but it was not very 
helpful. My child was a stillborn.

After the first baby, I was pregnant again. By this time, I 
had joined the IMAGE project where my mother in law 
and I received sensitization training. My husband never 
forbade me to attend those meetings. I learnt about 
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) and 
other life skills in those meetings. I went to the Union 
Health and Family Welfare Center for regular Antenatal 
Care checkup. 

This time around, I took no chances and a healthy baby 
was born. We are very happy with my baby, and I am 
continuing the healthy SRHR practices which I had learnt 
from the project. 

Aklima’s motherhood
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Kohinur was the apple of her parents’ eyes. Her parents 
had big dreams for her. Her parents wanted her to 
complete her studies and join the police. But the whole 
world  came crashing down around her when her father 
died. She was just two and a half years old then. Her 
relatives wanted her mother to remarry but she refused. 
Her mother wanted to protect her daughter. 

Kohinur’s mother also passed away when she was 
in class eight. This tragedy put a stop to Kohinur’s 
education. Her family was more interested to get her 
married off. So, she left to live with her grandmother. 
She was forced to be married there as well. Kohinur did 
not have any money. The life insurance, worth 45,000 
Taka, her mother saved up for her was withdrawn by her 
uncle. No money translated into no education. Then, her 
grandmother arranged another marriage for Kohinur. 

This time, Kohinur honored her grandmother’s decision. 
But that marriage brought in more distress for her. 
She had menstrual problems, which led to delayed 
pregnancy. Her in laws family was unhappy. They 
physically tortured her for this. Then she came to Dhaka 
for treatment. She became pregnant after a year of 
treatment.  

When IMAGE project found her she already had two 
babies. She received training on SRHR & life skills from 
the project. She has taken up tailoring, pisciculture, cow 
and poultry rearing. All of these, she is doing from home. 
Kohinur has also enrolled into class nine in a technical 
school. She wishes to continue her studies. 

Kohinur said, “I now have more knowledge and 
confidence regarding SRHR.” 

Kohinur’s hardship
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From cradle to the grave, women face constant 
discrimination. Kakoli’s life was no different. She was 
married off when she was in class 10. Her father was a 
farmer. A poor man who could not afford his daughter’s 
education. Kakoli was 16 when she was married off and 
her father had to pay 1,55,000 BDT as dowry. 

Within a month of her wedding, Kakoli became pregnant 
and seven months into the pregnancy she attended the 
SSC exam. She had a lot of household chores during her 
pregnancy and the outcome of the examination was not 
satisfactory. 

Her in laws were not rich. She had to drop out from 
education because they too couldn’t afford it. Though it 
was her dream to continue her education, it was not to be. 
Furthermore, after her marriage, she had to lead her life 
as her in laws said. She did not even have any idea about 
checkup during pregnancy, having nutritious food, etc. 

In the meantime, IMAGE Plus project started in her area. 
Her mother in law joined a training about family planning 
and her husband joined the Spouse Forum where he 
attended discussions about Sexual and Reproductive 
Health and Rights. Then they decided that they will take 
male birth control methods in the future. These meetings 
have given Kakoli a voice in her family matters and her 
husband has a heightened sense of responsibility. 

Kakoli took a job at a coaching center run by an NGO 
named ASA where she takes classes and  earns an 
honorarium of 2000 BDT a month. Every month she saves 
500 from there and spends the rest for her family. 

Both Kakoli and her husband have skills in sewing. They 
have planned to buy a sewing machine and put their skills 
to work. The couple is well off. Kakoli is now seen as a role 
model for other EMGs in her area.      



Ca
se

 S
to

ry

12



Nila’s plight 
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I am Nila Begum, now 18 years of age. When I was 
in class six my parents decided to marry me off. They 
thought an older girl would be costly to marry off. The 
same happened to my other sisters. My parents had 
to pay 22000 Taka, one pair of gold earrings and some 
silver jewellery as dowry. 

After marriage it was very difficult for me to adjust. I 
refused to get intimate with my husband. He became 
angry and went to Dhaka. Six months passed like this, 
my in laws family knew I refused him. But one day a 
neighbor forced me to go to the room and shut the door. 

Gradually I became habituated with that. On the other 
hand my mother in law started giving my responsibilities 
of the household chores.  She expected, I will do the 
activity as she does. But it was very difficult for me and 
my mistakes made her angry every time.

We had only one room to live, when my husband used to 
come home from Dhaka, we had to stay in our kitchen. 
I was so upset, I cried secretly for my bad luck. My 
mother in law was worried as I was not pregnant after 
a year of marriage. She brought some medicine from 
the traditional healer (Kobiraj) for me. Eventually, I got 
pregnant.  

I had to do all the household chores during my 
pregnancy. My mother in law didn’t allow me to go for 
checkup. She did not take any extra care or provide 
nutritious food for me and I got very sick. When the 

village midwife was called for my delivery she said, I was 
very weak and suggested calling the village doctor. After 
hours of pain and suffering, with the help of the doctor, I 
gave birth to a child. 

One day an IMAGE representative came to our home and 
asked me to join the IMAGE project activities. I was very 
interested but my mother in law didn’t agree. However, 
she was convinced by the IMAGE representative to 
join the sensitization training. She is now a member of 
the family club. Both of us are attending the meetings 
regularly and learning new things. Things such as SRHR 
and life skills. 

I convinced my husband that, I too want to contribute to 
my family. He bought a sewing machine for me. I became 
confident and started earning by sewing at home. With 
my earning I bought a goat. Now I have a cow and a few 
poultries. 

I also grow vegetables in my courtyard.  We now have 
some money in our hand, so my husband and mother in 
law have become very supportive. My family members 
love me now. I said I don’t want to have another baby 
and they agreed. I went to the community clinic for 
family planning method and I am on pills now. A Few 
days ago we built a separate room for us, so we don’t 
have to stay in the kitchen now. 

I am now a changemaker. I now share my knowledge 
with others in my village.  
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Husna’s journey 
towards light 
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Husna was 17 years old when she got married. She had 
an indomitable wish for continuing her studies. But 
after her marriage, her in laws were unwilling to let her 
continue. She was a student of 12th standard back then. 
She attended the HSC examination, all the while doing 
household chores for her in laws. After passing HSC, she 
enrolled into degree program. In the meantime, she 
got pregnant. All these discouraged her to continue her 
studies. Then IMAGE came into her life. 

Husna joined various sessions and attended sensitization 
training, SRHR training, family club with her in laws. The 
project officials went to her house and talked about 
the importance of education and the care of pregnant 
mothers. Husna’s mother in law was enthusiastic about 
taking care of her pregnancy but not in her education. 
Meanwhile, Husna joined IMAGE as a changemaker and 
received the training. 

With the knowledge gained from her training, she was 
able to convince her in laws about the importance of her 
education and resumed her studies. She soon gave birth 
to a baby boy.  As she was an educated and well aware 

mother, her child lacked for nothing. He was a healthy 
and happy baby. 

Husna wanted to contribute to her family. She got a 
chance to teach at a pre-primary school for BRAC. She 
has quite a few achievements as a changemaker. She 
convinced a family to choose an institutional delivery 
instead of a traditional home delivery. She accompanied 
the mother to the hospital and stayed there. Husna 
also fought against the early marriage of her niece. She 
went against her family. For her efforts, her niece is now 
attending the HSC exam. 

Husna has made a lot of changes in her area. She is now 
working for LAMB NGO for Mother and Child Health 
Care. She has encouraged many early married girls to 
take necessary vaccinations during their pregnancies. 
Her in laws are helpful now and are now looking after 
their grandchild. They also help Husna in the household 
chores. Husna’s work has added income to her family. All 
in all, she now has a solvent and a happy family despite 
being an early married girl.  



Mousumi was married when she was 12. She thought 
her life was happy, but then came her pregnancy. Her 
first pregnancy was smooth, or so she remembers. But 
her second pregnancy brought on threats to her life. At 
the onset of labor pain she was rushed to Marie Stopes 
Clinic. 

She faced complications during her delivery. She 
remained in labor for 24 hours. The medical officials 
suggested Mousumi should have a cesarean section. 
They also referred her to Gaibandha Sadar Hospital. Her 
husband informed IMAGE staff about the situation. The 
staff rushed to the hospital. Mousumi’s family didn’t 
even know her blood group. The hospital staff  collected 
her blood sample and found out it was A(-). It was not 
available at the hospital, so they could not start the 
procedure. 

IMAGE disseminated the necessary information 
through the networks. They also utilized the service 

of the community radio - Radio Sarabela. Soon, they 
had collected the blood. The hospital staff was able 
to start off the procedures.  But, her situation did not 
improve. Duty doctors referred her to Rangpur Hospital. 
Mousumi’s husband begged the doctors, “save my wife’s 
life”. Even her mother in law begged the doctors to save 
her life. But it was not to be. Then IMAGE staff suggested 
the Gaibandha Clinic.  

The Gaibandha Clinic medical staff was quick to bring her 
into OT.  The baby was delivered but not out of danger. 
It had damaged its nerve during the procedure. The 
doctors kept both mother and child under care. After 
some time both of them were out of danger. 

This whole debacle was an eye opener for Mousumi 
and her husband. They decided to take care of their two 
daughters. Mousumi opted for family planning methods. 
They wish to educate their daughters. Mousumi now, is 
the master of her fate.  

Mousumi becomes  
the master of her fate 
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Morjina was 13 years old when she was married off 
against her will. Even her husband was unwilling to 
marry her. Morjina’s father in law arranged this marriage 
with his son because, he did not like the girl his son had 
a relationship with. Furthermore, Morjina’s family had to 
pay 25,000 BDT for dowry. 

This marriage was never a happy one. Her husband was 
not remotely interested in Morjina. He maintained extra-
marital affairs and behaved rough with her. Even her 
mother in law had never accepted her as a daughter in 
law. Despite all this, the husband maintained a physical 
relationship with her. 

Morjina had irregular periods so, she could not conceive. 
She shared  her thoughts about this with her husband. 
Her husband had already left her and started living in 
Dhaka. There, he got caught in an affair with a married 
woman with children. Two months later he got married 
to her. 

Morjina then raised her voice and inquired about her 
position as his wife. Enraged, her husband threatened, 
“If you don’t get me the rest 6,000 of the dowry; I will 
burn your family down”. This was the last straw for 
Morjina. She filed a complaint against her husband 
in court. The Court ruled in her favor. It declared, her 
husband should give her 1,50,000 BDT as alimony. She 
received tailoring training from her father’s friend. 

Even after all this, Morjina’s dark days were not over. Her 
father was then pressuring her to give up all her alimony 
money to him. When she refused, he started torturing 
her. In just four years, she was estranged from her father. 

Finally, she gave in and gave him the alimony money. 
Now, she is earning 5000-6000 taka a month utilizing her 
tailoring skills. She wishes to build a life for herself. She 
has bought a piece of land to build a house and live with 
her mother. Morjina is fighting back.  

Morjina fights back 
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Swapna always loved singing. She wanted to complete 
her studies and become a famous singer. When she 
was 12 her father died. This meant the death of her 
dreams. As she had two more sisters and brothers, she 
was considered a burden on the family. She had to be 
married off soon or, her dowry would go up. 

At 14, Swapna was in class six and was married off, 
forcibly so, by her family. Swapna could not cope with 
being married. Her conjugal life was unhappy. A year 
later she got pregnant and had a baby. She did not know 
about taking care of herself and got malnourished. 
It took every ounce of her will power and proper 
treatment to recover. 

In 2015, she was chosen as an early married girl for 
IMAGE project. She attended various programs for 

IMAGE along with her husband. Her husband too, 
participated in the Spouse Forum sessions. Slowly, her 
knowledge about SRHR grew and she applied those 
knowledge in her personal and family life. 

She bought two goats as a source of income generation. 
She now has multiple income generating opportunities 
like two more cows, farming fish in the pond and 
vegetable patch. She now works as a Changemaker for 
IMAGE project and is also a spokesperson in various 
sessions. 

She has now enrolled into class nine, in a vocational 
school. She is singing in Radio Sarabela - a community 
radio. 

Swapna sure did make changes to her life.    

Swapna 
making changes 
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Sulekha could only continue her studies upto class seven. 
Her family was poor and couldn’t afford to have her 
educated. Then she was married off. After a year, she 
was pregnant. She had no nutritious food during her 
pregnancy. 

Sulekha’s malnourishment caused her weakness. She 
could not perform household chores for her in law’s 
family. This angered her in laws and translated into 
physical abuse. When the abuse became intolerable, she 
left her in laws and went back to her home. 

After regular inspection and counseling from the IMAGE 
Plus project, Sulekha’s husband took her back. Sulekha, 
her mother and husband all learnt about the demerits of 
early marriage,  prevention of violence against women, 
menstrual management, sexual and reproductive health 
and rights, methods of birth control etc. in Spouse 
Forum and Family Club training. Now, their relations 
have improved and her husband does not torture her 
anymore.

Sulekha’s family

Ca
se

 S
to

ry

22



23IMAGE Plus



Jomila was “pure, simple and unlettered”, at least that’s 
how her mother describes her. This was the main reason 
why her family married her off when she was 13. The 
man she was married to, had another wife in the same 
village. Jomila’s husband did not like her and often 
abused her; physically and mentally. He also had affairs 
with other women. 

Two years after her marriage, she had a daughter. 
Another two years later she gave birth to a boy. Though 
her husband tortured her, she stayed with his family. 
She wanted a secure future for her children. She was 
ready to take any amount of beating just to protect her 
children. 

Then came the third marriage of her husband. Jomila’s 
husband suddenly found a garment worker whom 
he chose to be his bride. He brought his new wife in 
and sent Jomila off. Jomila’s family was at a loss. They 

informed the Union Parishad about the development. 
Union Parishad (UP) decided, Jomila’s husband should 
keep the daughter. But he, along with his family was 
unwilling to comply. 

There was a legal arbitration at local level. Jomila’s 
husband did not want to take the responsibility of the 
children. Her parents fought back with a demand of 
1,00,000 Taka for alimony. The fight raged on. After a 
long while, Jomila’s husband agreed to divorce her and 
gave her 60,000 Taka for alimony. She took the money 
and used it to start a business of her own. Her husband 
took the custody of both her children.   

Jomila now lives in her parent’s residence, without her 
children. 

This is an example of tragedies that often befell the 
victims of child marriage. 

Jomila and her children
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Rekha was the youngest in a family of two brothers 
and two sisters. She is a student of great potential. 
Though her family is poor, she never thought of that 
as an adversity. She wanted to be educated and make 
something of herself. But, that was not the plan of her 
family. 

Making poverty a standing stone, her family justified 
early marriages of their daughters. An educated girl is 
of no use to them. There is also a matter of dowry; the 
older a girl gets, the higher her dowry is. For a poor 
family, marrying their daughters off make perfect sense. 
But Rekha refused to accept such a fate. 

In 2015, when she was in school, IMAGE Project became 
a part of her life. She started attending the family 
club sessions and participated in trainings. Sometimes 
she even took leave from her headmaster to join the 
activities and training sessions. She inspired Early 
Married Girls, their mothers in law and sisters in law to 
join the Family Club. 

These activities were not in vein. Rekha learnt about 
reproductive health-care during adolescence, reasons 
behind child marriage and ways to stop those. These 
teachings lit a fire in Rekha. She vowed, never to be a 
victim of child marriage. There were other factors too. 
She had observed the effects of child marriage first 
hand. Her two sisters in law were child brides. They had 
no say over family affairs, no voice of their own. 

When she was preparing for SSC examination, a 
matchmaker started frequenting her house. Rekha 
sensed something was amiss. One day, the matchmaker 
sat with her and asked her a lot of questions. Then her 
parents sat her down in her room. They were trying to 
persuade her to marry. Rekha simply flew off the handle. 
She took a stern stand with her parents, she was not 
going to be another child bride. She had an examination 
coming. She was focused on that. 

Rekha also told her parents about the demerits of early 
marriage and all the things she learnt from IMAGE. 
“I have the numbers of the Union Parishad and the 
Precinct” fumed Rekha. “If you force me to get married, I 
will inform them” that was her ultimatum. 

Rekha tried to stop her marriage, stating her desire 
to have higher studies. After IMAGE knew about the 
proceedings, they talked to her parents. This discussion 
bore fruit. Her parents amended their ways. “We 
understand our mistake” they spoke. “We will wait until 
Rekha is 18. We will not think of her marriage until 
then.” 

Rekha attended HSC in 2017. She is now taking TT 
vaccinations and inspiring her friends to do the same. 
Her story sure does end in a happy note. 

Rekha is now a changemaker and ambassador against 
child marriage in her locality.
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Courageous Rekha
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Disclaimer

Real names and photographs are not used due to safety and privacy reasons.
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