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Every year, civil society around the 
world seeks to refocus attention 
on violence against women and 
girls during the 16 Days of Activism 
against Gender-Based Violence 
campaign, which commences on 
November 25. This year, while most 
look to the long path that lies ahead 
to realise gender equality, I would 
like to take this moment to look back, 
to remember one of the pioneers 
in the fight against gender-based 
violence (GBV). On July 17, 2024, 
while the nation was embroiled in an 
unprecedented political crisis and 
revolution, Bangladesh lost one of 
its staunchest advocates for women’s 
rights and gender equality: Sigma 
Huda. As one of the country’s most 
senior female lawyers, practising 
since just before the birth of the 
nation, she not only shattered the 
proverbial glass ceiling, but also 
made sure it could never be rebuilt. 
How did she do so?

I could say she did so by fighting 
tooth and nail to become the first 
woman to be enrolled in a law degree 
programme at the University of 
Peshawar—at a time when women 
were denied entry into law in many 
parts of the world—and then going 
on to become a founding partner at 
one of the oldest law chambers in 
Bangladesh. 

I could say she did so by founding 
and helping to set up countless 

NGOs that have been instrumental 
in advancing women’s rights in our 
country, such as the Bangladesh 
National Woman Lawyers 
Association (BNWLA), the first NGO 
comprised exclusively of women 
lawyers to fight for women’s rights, 
and to encourage more women to join 
the legal profession and collectively 
wage the legal battle against gender 
inequality. She founded the Acid 
Survivors Foundation (ASF), the first 
NGO dedicated to victims of acid 
violence. She also fought for the 
rights of pregnant and abandoned 
women by founding the Association 
for the Prevention of Septic Abortion, 
Bangladesh (BAPSA) and Bangladesh 
Breastfeeding Foundation, and 
serving as the president of the Center 
for the Training and Rehabilitation 
of Destitute Women, now renamed 
as Home for Destitute Women and 
Children.

I could say she did so by being 
the first woman in Bangladesh to 
establish and become a partner of a 
law firm in 1971, Chancery Chambers, 
which would go on to become a 
leading law firm in the country. 
She then went on to become one of 
the first women to hold leadership 
positions in the two most important 
lawyers’ associations in the country: 
as member and assistant secretary of 
the Supreme Court Bar Association, 
and twice elected as a member of 

the Bangladesh Bar Council—the 
apex body created by statute to enrol 
lawyers, fix and prepare conditions 
of enrolment and discipline in legal 
practice in Bangladesh—for the 
terms 1995-98 and 2001-04. She 
was also a member of Bangladesh 
Labour Law Reform Commission in 
1991-95, and in 1985, she served as 
the regional vice-president of the 
International Federation of Women 
Lawyers (FIDA).

I could say she did so by 
representing Bangladesh at the 
United Nations General Assembly 
in 1978, where she was allocated 
to the Third Committee to work 
on the drafting of the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW). She was then among 
those who mobilised the feminist 
movement in Bangladesh to 
pressurise the state to ratify CEDAW. 

I could say she did so by becoming 
the UN’s first special rapporteur 
on human trafficking in 2004, 
producing technical reports and 
setting global standards to help 
combat sexual trafficking of women 
and children. These continue to 
be cited and applied globally even 
today. She conducted missions to 
and held bilateral negotiations with 
the governments in countries where 
women and children were most at 
risk of trafficking—from Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and 
Lebanon to Thailand, Japan and 
Nigeria. Her groundbreaking 2006 
report presented before the 62nd 
session of the UN Commission on 
Human Rights dispelled several 
misconceptions that operated 
against women in prostitution at 
the legal and institutional levels, 
and established how the demand for 
prostitution drives sexual trafficking 

of women and children, which 
was hitherto unacknowledged. In 
recognition of her work against 
trafficking, she was also appointed 
to the National Council for Women’s 
Development, the highest national 
body for the development of women, 
by the prime minister of Bangladesh. 
She remained a board member of 
the Coalition against Trafficking in 
Women – Asia Pacific. 

I could say she did so by being 
among the first to call out the 
legality of marital rape and the 
misinterpretation of Islamic law to 
ostensibly justify spousal violence, 
among other misogynistic practices, 
on national and international 
forums—at a time when almost no 
one else would. It is for this reason 
that, in July 1985, The New York 
Times decided to feature her as one 
of the three women from over 13,000 
participants from 157 countries 
who attended the UN’s Third World 
Conference on Women in Nairobi. I 
came across this article in November 

2020, when I was researching on 
the marital rape exception clause 
in Bangladesh to help draft the writ 
petition challenging it before the 
Supreme Court. Even in 2020, over 
three decades later, we were still 
struggling to openly discuss these 
issues, as was demonstrated by social 
reaction to the persistent marital 
rape of a child bride from Tangail 
in October 2020, which ultimately 
killed her.

I could say she did so by leading 
the first known case in Bangladesh in 
which a mother was appointed as the 
sole guardian of her child in 1982, at 
a time and place where this right 
was exclusively given to fathers and 
women were systematically denied 
the right to have guardianship over 
their children in the event of divorce. 
This case set a landmark precedent, 
which subsequently enabled many 
women to also become sole legal 
guardians of their children during 
divorce proceedings, and she would 
go on to utilise this precedent to 
secure this long-denied right to sole 
guardianship of children for many 
other women facing divorce.

I could say she did so by leading 
numerous public interest litigation 
cases that established the rights of 
and challenged grave miscarriages 
of justice. For instance, in 1999, 
she filed a writ before the Supreme 
Court challenging the government’s 
large-scale eviction of women in 
prostitution from their residences 
in the red-light areas of Tanbazar 
and Nimtoli of Narayanganj, at a 
time when most of society and the 
state saw them as “illegal vagrants.” 
She argued that the state’s forced 
eviction was in violation of their 
constitutionally guaranteed 
fundamental rights to livelihood 
and liberty, and the prevailing law of 

tenancy, leading to the court ruling 
in the favour of the evicted women.

 I could say all of this and 
more, but the list would not end, 
because that was the extent of her 
dedication to the empowerment 
of women and pro-bono work for 
the most marginalised behind 
closed doors, at a time when social 
media did not document and grant 
immediate validation for every 
professional achievement or social 
justice intervention. From marital 
rape to misinterpretation of Islamic 
laws to women in prostitution, 
she had to face violent backlash 
from conservative elements in the 
country for challenging the status 
quo and combatting taboo topics. 
This was an era quite distinct from 
the one we are accustomed to 
today, where there were no social 
media or mobile phone cameras 
that could help garner quick 
support or solidarity campaigns, 
while documentation of the 
violent opposition that feminists 
in Bangladesh faced was also few 
and far between. But from being 
the only female student in her law 
class in university to being one of 
the first female lawyers practising at 
the Supreme Court of Bangladesh, 
confronting controversy after 
creating ruptures in patriarchal 
spaces and practices had become 
second nature to her.

She may have left us today, but 
her legacy for the empowerment of 
women, be it at the home, on the 
roads or in the courtroom, lives 
on. Thank you for your trailblazing 
activism, for not backing down in 
the face of overwhelming backlash, 
and for making it that much easier 
for the future generations of activists 
to fight for what is right.

Remembering Sigma Huda’s trailblazing 
activism against gender-based violence
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Foreign Adviser M Touhid Hossain, 
while speaking at a recent event, shared 
his personal observations on what 
he called “educational apartheid.” 
In his professional experience across 
various countries, he noticed that 
a lack of English proficiency forces 
many Bangladeshi migrant workers 
into menial jobs with low wages. 
In some cases, workers from our 
neighbouring countries earn three 
times more than ours. This highlights 
a key truth: the global economy values 
English as a skill of high currency. 
Yet, despite over 12 years of English 
language training, our schooling 
system fails to equip the majority of 
citizens with this essential skill. As a 
literature teacher at the tertiary level, 
I often face questions from employers 
and civil society members. I am not a 
language policymaker nor a materials 
developer. Still, I cannot ignore my 
responsibility when a coaching centre 
boasts that a six-month course can 
offer more valuable skills than a four-
year degree in English.

The idea arose when British Council, 
as a sponsor of a two-day international 
conference on transforming English 
language teaching, came to Dhaka 
University. Its business director 

mentioned a recent survey result: 34 
percent of employers in Bangladesh 
prioritise English skills when hiring. 
This statistic underlines the widening 
gap between the job market’s 
demands and the skills our education 
system provides. Given that English 
is the primary language of ICT and is 
spoken by 1.5 billion people worldwide, 
proficiency in English is often the 

deciding factor between securing a 
well-paying job or remaining in low-
wage labour. It is disheartening that 
our workers struggle not due to a 
lack of talent but because they lack 
the language skills necessary to seize 
opportunities. For the same reason, 
there are thousands of top-level 
managers from India and Sri Lanka 
working in our factories and business 
outlets.

This linguistic gap titillates 
donors and foreign organisations 
to promise modules and aptitude 
tests. Traditionally, they have been 
successful in selling such programmes 
easily to opportunist bureaucrats 
or corrupt political leaders through 
their imported experts. Expats 
often supervise the preparation of 
materials for our national curriculum, 
promoting models like communicative 
English and experiential learning. 
However, when we compare textbooks 
for our local students with those from 
native English-speaking countries, 
the discrepancy is glaring. Our 
curriculum has been systematically 
dumbed down.

Conversely, when our students 
aspire to higher education abroad, 
English language proficiency 

requirements become increasingly 
stringent. So they must enrol in a 
coaching programme and pay hefty 
test fees multiple times to demonstrate 
their linguistic competence. All for 
money. Do foreign missions have the 
authority to engage in commercial 
activities? Do these foreign agencies 
pay taxes? Curious minds want to 
know.

In a political climate demanding 
change, we must ensure that 
graduates from all education 
streams—Bangla medium, English 
medium and madrasa—are prepared 
for the challenges of a globalised 
world. English-medium graduates 
often secure better jobs and adapt 
more easily to professional settings 
and higher education. However, their 

advantage is not just linguistic; their 
education also enhances cognitive 
skills. On the other hand, Bangla-
medium graduates often struggle to 
express themselves in job interviews 
or professional discussions, especially 
if it involves speaking English. This 
disparity reflects not only a gap 
in access but also a failure in our 
educational priorities. 

The idea that you do not 
internalise knowledge when you 
memorise is partly true. To avoid 
such possibilities, our English 
language texts in communicative 
and creative classrooms offer chunks 
of information. This aligns with the 
colonial project of limiting education 
to the native population. The colonial 
powers wanted us to serve as civil 
servants or managers, never as 
masters of our own fate. It’s a shame 
that, as an independent nation for 53 

years, we still rely on foreign experts 
or imported ideas. We have failed to 
identify our own needs and embrace 
the English language that is crucial for 
our advancement.

Instead, we have a flurry of excuses: 
not enough qualified teachers, 
insufficient salaries, outdated 
textbooks, lack of incentives or 
motivations, etc. We have no desire 

to invest in our teachers or reading 
materials. That does not stop our 
bureaucrats and experts from 
travelling abroad to gain “first-
hand experience” of native English 
language settings and then proposing 
ambitious curricula and models. This 
self-defeating logic ensures that our 
students remain unprepared for the 
demands of the globalised world, 
perpetuating a cycle of mediocrity.

The issue is even more glaring when 
we consider the success of private 
language institutes, which teach 
languages like Chinese, German, and 
French in relatively short periods. If 
these institutes can achieve results in 
months, why can’t our schools teach 
English effectively over a decade? 
The answer lies in our collective 
ambivalence toward English. As a 
nation, we struggle to reconcile our 
commitment to the mother tongue 

with our recognition of English as a 
global necessity. The bilingual English 
textbooks prepared by the National 
Curriculum and Textbook Board 
(NCTB) exemplify this ambivalence, 
failing to provide an immersive 
language experience, leaving students 
neither fluent in English nor confident 
in Bangla.

Some may claim that emphasising 

English perpetuates colonial legacies, 
but this perspective misses a crucial 
point: true decolonisation requires 
the tools to challenge and dismantle 
colonial ideas. English, paradoxically, is 
one such tool. In a world where English 
dominates international discourse, 
media, and the internet, not knowing 
the language handicaps us. It’s not 
just about economic opportunities—
it’s about representation, identity, and 
the ability to shape our own narrative 
on the global stage.

For example, Bangladeshi cricket 
fans often struggle to respond to 
taunts from opponents because they 
lack the language skills to retort. 
Similarly, when foreign media portray 
Bangladesh negatively, we lack the 
linguistic capital to counter these 
narratives. English is more than 
a language of commerce; it is the 
language of power, and without it, 

we remain voiceless in international 
conversations.

The younger generation, born into 
the age of the internet, instinctively 
understands this. For them, English 
is not a colonial relic but a necessity. 
It is the language of the internet, 
social media, and global culture. 
Coding, online learning, and digital 
entrepreneurship—all require 

proficiency in English. So, denying 
young people the opportunity to 
master this language is not just an 
oversight—it is a crime.

The failure of our education 
system to teach English effectively 
is symptomatic of deeper systemic 
issues. Rather than confronting the 
root causes, we have allowed a culture 
of complacency to take hold. The 
solution is not to lower standards but 
to raise our expectations. We need to 
invest in teacher training programmes 
that produce skilled educators who 
understand not just the mechanics 
of English but its cultural and 
professional significance. We must 
design curricula that prioritise real-
world communication skills and critical 
thinking over rote memorisation. And, 
most importantly, we need to listen 
to the voices of young people who are 
eager to learn and grow.

Some may claim that emphasising English 
perpetuates colonial legacies, but this perspective 

misses a crucial point: true decolonisation 
requires the tools to challenge and dismantle 
colonial ideas. English, paradoxically, is one 

such tool. In a world where English dominates 
international discourse, media, and the internet, 

not knowing the language handicaps us.

As the world changes, so must our 
English education
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