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Adisa is 13 years old and comes from a village two hours away from Dhaka. She was handed 
over by a “relative” to a family where she is obliged to perform every type of domestic 
work. The lady of the house, Runa, does nothing in the home but spend her time on social 
networks and shopping. By her own admission she is depressed because of a failed marriage.
There is no room or bed in the house for Adisa.



A roof in exchange for a life. Driven by the impossibility of taking care of their own 
children, Bangladesh’s poorest families are the first link in an invisible chain of slavery 
that ties children to unscrupulous masters and denies them their fundamental rights. 
In exchange for board and lodging, they leave the shanty towns and narrow dirt tracks to 
work in grey buildings as “domestic helpers”. Without pay, without fixed working hours, 
without any type of privacy, but worst of all, without any way out. 
Isolated from the rest of the world and denied any possibility of an education, for society 
they do not exist. Very often they are children from the metropolitan area of Dhaka, the 
country’s capital. They grow up cleaning bathrooms, scraping ovens, tidying, living in fear 
of being raped from one moment to the next, or being victimized by the children of well-off 
families. For these children, the outside world is a slit of light from beyond the window 
shutters or the spaces between the bars. The luckier slaves retain foggy memories of their 
first years of life, when they could still run between laundry hanging out to dry or play 
cricket amidst the rubbish. 

The streets of Bangladesh are also lawless places where boys and girls are kidnapped, or 
simply led away by shady intermediaries that work for people trafficking organisations. 
The only hope is for the intervention of an NGO, like ASD (Action for Social Development), 
which offers courses in early literacy, training and domestic safety. But it also teaches 
personal rights and, when possible, mediates with the master or mistress of the house. 
The women of the house way well be stuck in unhappy marriages that they did not choose and 
are often ready to vent their frustrations on the domestic slaves who end up developing 
serious psychological and physical disorders. 
Thanks to the intervention of the NGOs, the girls learn to sing, dance and act, enjoying 
unique moments of recreation in the company of other girls their age and enabling them 
to dream of a different world. A world in which even the masters and mistresses can find 
compassion, if they are forced by tireless volunteers to come face to face with their own 
responsibilities, or if they are brought to justice by lawyers in search of legal protection 
that the state does not yet provide. These shortcomings, however, can sometimes open up 
unexpected spaces of freedom. 



Mousume, aged 12, worked for two years 
in a house where she was subjected to 
severe physical abuse. She now lives 
on the streets near the main station 
in Kamalapur. As a consequence of what 
she was subjected to, she has begun to
self-harm, cutting herself on her arms.



14-year-old Sonia works for 
Sheela, one of the women 
involved in the ASD project.
Sheela checks Sonia’s work.



Dhaka from on high. The view from the offices 
of The Daily Star, one of Bangladesh’s most 

important English language newspapers.



Thanks to the association ASD, Sharmin, aged 15, has 
managed to escape from her state of servitude and 
is about to leave for work in a clothing factory.



The NGO named ASD is part of a network of associations committed to protecting the rights of children in all of Bangladesh. Its focus is on domestic work. 
In the absence of appropriate legislation, the organisation tries to make the working environment safe for children through various initiatives, above all, 
meetings together with the “employers”. The aim is to raise awareness in order to improve conditions. Usually no men are present at the meetings.



Nishat and Jannatul, aged 14. 
Her situation is perhaps the best 
of those encountered. Answering the 
question of why Jannatul is treated 
so well, Nishat responded that “we 
understood that this way she is a 
better servant for us”.



Runa discusses Adisa’s behaviour. Adisa, 
aged 13, works as a domestic. Her family 
sent her to work in the city, as they 
were unable to take care of her.



Dhaka’s Farmgate area at one of 
the city’s most chaotic crossroads.



Sonia, 14 years old, in the kitchen.
She works at the home of Sheela, one 
of the women involved in the ASD project.



Akhi, aged 12, works as domestics but lives 
in the shack together with her family. 



 Ong ASD. A traditional 
dancing lesson.



Dhaka. A man works on a rooftop with 
a view of part of the city behind him.



Ruma, aged 14, and Akhi, aged 12, are sisters who work 
as domestics but live in the shack together with their 
family. Both claim to receive a small salary.



Jannatul, aged 14, in the kitchen. 
Her situation is perhaps the best of 
those encountered, also thanks to 
the activity of the association ASD.



Mosume’s arms. The girl, aged 12, worked 
for two years in a house where she was 
subjected to severe physical abuse. As 
a consequence of what she was subjected 
to, she has begun to self-harm, cutting 
herself on her arms. She now lives on the 
streets near the main station in Kamalapur.



Runa’s house. Here Adisa, 
aged 13, works as a servant. 



NGO ASD. Children 
during a maths lesson.



Dhaka. Raised walkway at Asad Gate, an 
area where are located the most important 

and expensive Catholic schools of the city. 



Adisa, aged 13, does the laundry by hand. 
She comes from a town two hours away from 
Dhaka. Her family sent her to work in the 
city, as they were unable to take care of her.



A member of a family of constructors 
in Dhaka that owns various hotels and 
numerous apartments, stands in front of a 
portrait of his father, the founder of the 
business. Following the awareness-raising 
work of associations such as ASD, he has 
decided to stop using minors for domestic 
work and on his construction sites.



Momena, aged 15, with her mother. They live in a 
small shack. after working as a domestic servant 
Momena returned to live with her family. Now she 
continues to work as a domestic and is one of a 
minority that manages to earn a small salary.



Two men take a selfie in front of the parliament. One of Dhaka’s most 
important buildings, it was designed by the great architect Louis Khan.



Jannatul, agedi 14, in the house where 
she works as a servant. She sleeps in 
the same bedroom as her “employers”.
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