The Rise of the Slum Princess

Words Rasmi Pant.

Dreams Amidst the Chaos

In the bustling heart of Mumbai lies Dharavi, one of Asia’s largest informal
settlements. It’s a place where life pulses with energy and resilience, filled with
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narrow lanes, vibrant colors, and people determined to carve out a life against all
odds. This is where Maleesha Kharwa was born—amidst the chaos, but also
amidst hope.

Maleesha’s family, like many others in Dharavi, faced daily struggles. Her father
worked various jobs to support the family, while her mother managed the
household. Despite their difficulties, they believed in the power of education and
encouraged Maleesha to attend school. Even with limited resources, they
understood that knowledge was the key to breaking the cycle of poverty.

From a young age, Maleesha’s world was confined to the alleys of Dharavi, where
she played with friends, dodging bicycles and street vendors. But even within the
confines of the slums, she dared to dream. At night, she would look up at the stars
through the gaps in her roof, whispering to herself, “One day, I will be a
princess.”

A Twist of Fate: The Encounter That Changed Everything

In 2020, Maleesha’s life took a dramatic turn. Hollywood actor and filmmaker
Robert Hoffman was visiting Mumbai and exploring the vibrant life of the city’s
slums for a documentary project. As he wandered through the narrow lanes of
Dharavi, he noticed a group of children playing by the railway tracks. Among
them was Maleesha, her eyes bright with curiosity and her presence
commanding.

Hoffman, struck by her natural beauty and confidence, engaged her in
conversation. Maleesha’s boldness and infectious smile stood out. He felt an
immediate connection and asked if he could document her life for his project.
Maleesha’s parents, recognizing the opportunity, gave their permission, and
Hoffman began filming her daily life. He posted her pictures and videos on social
media, labeling her “The Slum Princess.”

The posts went viral. People from around the world were captivated by the young
girl who radiated grace and charm despite her humble background. Maleesha’s
Instagram account, managed by Hoffman, quickly gained thousands of followers.
Her story became an inspiration—a girl from the slums with a dream of rising
above her circumstances.

Even within the confines of the slums, she dared to dream. At night, she would



look up at the stars through the gaps in her roof, whispering to herself, “One
day, I will be a princess.”

Young Maleesha was among the very first in her area to chase knowledge,
inspiring everyone around her with her bold ambition and thirst for education!



Maleesha’s life took a remarkable turn after Robert Hoffman'’s visit, who played a
pivotal role in her transformation.



Maleesha with her father and younger brother - her pillars of support.
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Her passion for learning and unwavering commitment to education fueled her
continuous growth.

First Breakthroughs and Modeling Opportunities

With the sudden surge in social media attention, modeling agencies and brands
took notice of Maleesha. A prominent Mumbai-based modeling agency reached



out, offering her the chance to work as a model. They saw in her not only beauty
but also a compelling story—one that could redefine beauty standards and bring
diversity to the industry.

Maleesha’s first photo shoot was for a local clothing brand, and she was an
instant success. Though she had never modeled professionally, her confidence
and poise shone through. The photos captured her natural elegance, and the
campaign gained significant attention. She became the face of several brands,
representing a new generation of models that embraced diversity and
authenticity.

The success of her initial campaigns opened even more doors. Soon, Maleesha
was modeling for high-profile advertising campaigns, appearing in fashion
magazines, and gaining recognition in the Indian fashion scene. She was no
longer just “The Slum Princess”; she was becoming a symbol of empowerment
and representation.

The Vogue India Feature: A Defining Moment

In 2022, Vogue India featured Maleesha in a special issue titled “The Slum
Princess: Rising from Dharavi.” The feature highlighted her journey, her dreams,
and the contrast between her humble beginnings and her growing success in the
modeling world. The photoshoot was a transformative experience for Maleesha,
as she was styled in designer clothes and posed in front of iconic Mumbai
backdrops, blending the glamour of fashion with the authenticity of her roots.

The Vogue feature elevated Maleesha’s profile, attracting attention from
international brands and media outlets. Her story resonated with readers, and the
magazine’s emphasis on her journey as a symbol of hope struck a chord. The
coverage also led to more modeling opportunities, with Maleesha appearing in
campaigns for well-known beauty and fashion brands. She was now recognized as
an emerging face in the industry, representing both India and a new wave of
diversity in fashion.
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Fifteen-year-old Maleesha was featured in Vogue magazine, highlighting her poise
and grace as she establishes herself in the industry.
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Maleesha, dressed in designer attire, has been prominently featured on the



covers of several international magazines, including Cosmopolitan, Face, The
Peacock, and Designers News.

Maleesha was modeling for high-profile advertising campaigns, appearing in
fashion magazines, and gaining recognition in the Indian fashion scene. She
was no longer just “The Slum Princess”; she was becoming a symbol of
empowerment and representation.

Achievements and Recognition

Maleesha’s rise in the modeling industry has not gone unnoticed. She has been
celebrated not only for her talent but also for her impact as a youth icon. Here are
some of her notable achievements:

[0 Youth Icon Award by Youth INC (2021): Maleesha was honored with this
award for her ability to inspire young people across India, particularly those from
underprivileged backgrounds. She was recognized for her message of resilience
and empowerment, demonstrating that one’s circumstances do not define one’s
potential.

[ Feature in Global Child Prodigy Awards (2022): In 2022, Maleesha was
recognized as a rising star in the arts and entertainment category. The award
acknowledged her impact in modeling and her role as a symbol of hope for
children in slums worldwide.

[ Partnerships with Leading Brands (2023): Maleesha’s success continued as
she became the face of campaigns for major Indian brands like Forest Essentials,
and she was featured in promotional materials that highlighted her as an
ambassador of beauty and confidence.

Overcoming Challenges and Using Her Platform for Good

As Maleesha’s fame grew, so did the challenges. The media and public scrutiny
were intense, and she faced criticism from those who believed the fashion
industry was exploiting her story.

However, Maleesha remained focused on her goals, understanding that her



journey could inspire others and bring positive change.

To ensure that her platform had a lasting impact, Maleesha began collaborating
with NGOs like Save the Children and Smile Foundation. She supported initiatives
aimed at improving education and hygiene for children in slums. One campaign,
“Dream Beyond Boundaries,” encouraged children from underprivileged
backgrounds to pursue their dreams despite their circumstances. Maleesha’s
involvement was not just superficial; she actively participated, visiting schools
and engaging with children, sharing her story to motivate and uplift.



Maleesha has been honored with the ‘Power Of She’ award for Self Made Women
by Forbes India.



Maleesha is determined to challenge the misconception that light skin is equated
with beauty in her country.









Maleesha expresses her passion for photography, stating, “I love doing
photoshoots.” Her ability to strike cool and effortless poses is truly
commendable.



Maleesha showcased a stunning beige ensemble on the runway, exuding
confidence and poise.



Bold and stylish Slum Princess - Maleesha.

A few moments prior to appearing on India’s Best Dancer Ladies Special tv show.









Current Involvement and Advocacy Work

Maleesha’s advocacy work continues to grow. In 2023, she was invited to speak at
youth conferences in Mumbai and New Delhi, where she addressed the
importance of education and empowerment. Her speeches focused on her own



experiences and the need for greater opportunities for children in slums. She
emphasized that while modeling had given her a platform, her true passion lay in
giving back to her community.

Maleesha has also become an advocate for environmental causes, promoting
sustainable fashion. She has collaborated with eco-friendly brands, encouraging
young people to make conscious choices and support sustainable practices. Her
voice in these areas has expanded her influence beyond fashion, making her a
multi-dimensional youth leader.

The Road Ahead: Continuing Her Journey

Maleesha’s journey is still unfolding. As of 2024, she is actively involved in
modeling, advocacy, and educational initiatives. She dreams of venturing into
acting, using her platform to tell stories that inspire and bring attention to the
realities of life in slums. Maleesha plans to start her own foundation to support
children from underprivileged backgrounds, ensuring they have access to the
resources they need to pursue their dreams.

Despite her growing fame, Maleesha remains connected to her roots. She
frequently visits Dharavi, where she is welcomed with open arms as a role model
for the community. She continues to work with local organizations, making sure
that her success contributes to real change for the people she grew up with.

The Present Legacy of the Slum Princess

Maleesha Kharwa's story is a testament to the power of resilience, hope, and
opportunity. Her rise from the slums of Dharavi to international recognition in the
fashion industry is not just a tale of personal success; it’s a symbol of
transformation and empowerment. As she continues to break barriers and
redefine beauty standards, Maleesha remains a beacon of hope for children and
youth across India. Her story shows that dreams, no matter how unlikely, are
achievable with determination and support. Maleesha Kharwa—the “Slum
Princess”—has become a queen in her own right, ruling through her passion for
change and her love for her community.



