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ago in Bou Bazar at the 
Korail slum. “That time, my 
refrigerator, TV, wardrobe, 
quilts, bed -- even Tk 
30,000 in cash -- were 
burnt,” he said.

The second fire came 
seven years ago, also at 
Bou Bazar. “A television, 
furniture and cooking items 
were destroyed,” he recalled.

Over the last seven years, 
he and his wife, Monowara 
Begum, 40, have slowly 
rebuilt their lives. Their 
most valuable purchase 
was a refrigerator worth 
Tk 27,000, bought on 
instalments. 

“We already paid three 
instalments, but seven were 
left.”

The refrigerator, along 
with blankets, beds and 
quilts, was destroyed again 
in Tuesday’s fire.

“This time I managed to 
save the television,” he said. 
“I also threw some utensils 
into a water tank. I don’t 
know if they’re still usable.”

Ismail estimates his 
current loss at Tk 50,000. 
“The first time it was around 
Tk 70,000. Now I have a 
loan of Tk 30,000. I don’t 
know how I will start again.”

His experience is shared 
by many others.

Th i r t y - t wo - ye a r - old 
Jesmin has lived in the 
slum since childhood. “I 
was born here,” she said. 
“We faced this three times 
-- first in 2004, then in 
2017, and now again.”

Each time, the 
destruction was sweeping.

“The first time the whole 
structure collapsed,” said 
Jesmin, who owns the 
house. “We lost our fridge, 
TV, laptop, dining table, 
sofa -- everything.”

Her husband, 
Mohammad Daulat, an 

auto-rickshaw driver, is the 
only breadwinner for their 
joint family. Jesmin earned 
a little by selling eggs in 
front of their home, but 
that too is gone.

Their two-storey house 
with four rooms was reduced 
to ruins. One room was 
rented out as a small hotel, 
which supported the family.

“With the house and 
shop, I lost around Tk 8 
lakh,” she said. “I took loans 
after the first fire. After the 
second one, I had to borrow 
more.”

Now her debt has grown 
to Tk 8–9 lakh. “We work, 
but it is never enough,” she 
said.

Jesmin has four children. 
On the night of the fire, she 
and her two young sons, 
aged seven and four, were 
asleep downstairs.

“My younger brother 
woke me up,” she said. “If he 
hadn’t, we would have died. 
We ran out with nothing.”

She hopes to stay only if 
the slum is rebuilt. “If it is 
repaired, I will remain here. 
Otherwise, I don’t know 
what will happen.”

Another victim, Fatema, 
around 50, works as a 
house help and supports 
her 15-year-old son with 
intellectual disability, 
Sujon. This was her second 
fire disaster.

“I lost everything I 
earned in 50 years,” she 
said. “Blankets, utensils, TV 
-- and Tk 70,000 in cash.”

Fatema came to the slum 
as a child from Noakhali 
after losing both parents. 
Her husband, Renu Mia, is 
elderly and unable to work.

“I was at work when the 
fire started,” she said. “By 
the time I reached home, 
everything was burning. 
I couldn’t save a single 
thing.”

Titumir’s life
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chance to connect these 
strands had remained 
unexplored, and that is 
where I began.”

Sorol said discourse on 
Titumir had become more 
important in the post-July 
uprising context and amid 
a global shift toward right-
wing politics. 

He said while Titumir 
was personally religious, 
he worked with landless 
people and the poor.

Filmmaker Amirul 
Momenin Manik, who is 
making a film on Titumir, 
shared his experience of 
searching for earlier screen 
works on the subject.

He said the site of the 
bamboo fort now has 
a two-storey bamboo 
structure displaying items 
associated with Titumir, 
jointly preserved by Hindu 
and Muslim members of 
the local panchayat.

Manik said these 
experiences strengthened 
his sense of Titumir as a 
figure remembered for his 
courage and for the ways 
local communities continue 
to honour his legacy.

Hold platforms, parties accountable
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negotiate with them on 
an election-time protocol. 
Many countries have 
such agreements. Why 
has Bangladesh not 
implemented one yet?” he 
said.

Sanjida Islam Tulee, 
BNP-backed candidate for 
Dhaka-14, echoed concerns 
about social media abuse 
and misinformation 
targeting candidates, 
especially women. 

Tulee urged the Election 
Commission to take stronger 
steps to tackle fake accounts, 
track misuse of personal 
data and clearly define rules 
for online campaigning.

Zonayed Saki, chief 
coordinator of Gono 
Samhati Andolan, warned 
that bots, fake accounts and 
edited posts could easily 
influence public opinion and 
damage reputations during 

elections.
He said public awareness 

and critical thinking 
are essential to counter 
coordinated online forces.

Ahsanul Mahboob 
Zubair, assistant secretary 
general of Jamaat-e-Islami, 
called for stronger laws, 
institutional accountability 
and ethical leadership. He 
said robust legal frameworks 
and moral integrity in 
governance are both 
necessary.

Khaled Saifullah, joint 
convener of National Citizen 
Party, warned about AI-
generated deepfake content 
targeting women and the 
lack of transparency in 
election spending. 

Rehan A Asad, head of 
research and monitoring 
team of BNP, echoed 
concerns about online 
misinformation and said 
strict regulation of social 

media by the Election 
Commission and BTRC is 
necessary. 

Md Zahid Hossain, 
human rights officer 
at UN Human Rights 
Office, discussed the need 
to balance freedom of 
expression with action 
against misinformation and 
hate speech. 

The discussion was 
moderated by Tanjim 
Ferdous, head of NGOs and 
foreign missions at The 
Daily Star, and attended 
by representatives from 
political parties, civil 
society and the tech sector, 
including Aminul Islam, 
Mahrukh Mahiuddin, 
Mushfiq Us Salehin Mim, 
Nakibur Rahman, Sabhanaz 
Rashid Diya, Fahim 
Mashroor, Fowzia Afroz, 
Advocate Priya Ahsan 
Chowdhury and Tawhidul 
Rahman Awal.
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public services, coordinated 
action against digital 
violence, and a culture 
based on equality and non-
violence.

Sharmeen S Murshid, 
adviser to the Ministry of 
Women and Children Affairs, 
said structural inequalities, 
political hierarchies, and 
rising cyberviolence are 
pushing women into deeper 
insecurity. 

“Political parties still treat 
women as peripheral, and 
family violence is dismissed 
as a private matter. 
Cyberviolence requires 
round-the-clock monitoring 
and stronger grassroots 
networks,” she said.

Syed Sultan Uddin 
Ahmed, executive director of 
BILS, said visible violence is 
“only the tip of the iceberg”, 
adding that most women 
workers lack legal protection 
and live in fear of losing their 
jobs or being silenced.

“Unless labour laws 
are reformed and anti-
harassment committees 
function, statements will 
remain statements.”

Former UNDP director 
Dr Selim Jahan said 
Bangladesh cannot claim 
progress on gender equality 
while remaining among 
the highest globally in 
violence, child marriage and 
discrimination.

“Rising violence is part of 
a broader culture of social 
violence. Male insecurity, 
superiority and resistance to 
women’s success continue 
to fuel abuse,” he said.

Dr Debapriya 
Bhattacharya, convenor of 
the Citizen’s Platform for 
SDGs, said, “Women today 
lack financial, social, cultural 
and political security. Even 
within families, many feel 
that raising concerns is 
futile.” 

Social and cultural 
restrictions are tightening, 
and political vulnerability is 
growing, he added. 

He said grassroots social 
forces must be activated, 
meaningful dialogues 
encouraged, and women 
supported in asserting their 
rights. 

He urged political parties 
to include women’s rights in 

their manifestos.
Martin Dawson, deputy 

development director of the 
British High Commission, 
said gender-based violence 
remains “one of the most 
pervasive rights violations,” 
noting that one in three 
women globally is affected. 
“The UK is scaling evidence-
based solutions and 
supporting safer digital and 
physical spaces.”

Stéphanie St-Laurent 
Brassard, second secretary 
at the High Commission of 
Canada, said technology-
facilitated abuse is rising, 
with AI making threats 
“more sophisticated”.

UN Women Country 
Representative Gitanjali 
Singh said, “We are in 
2025 yet far from a world 
where women live free 
from violence. Violence is 
pervasive but not inevitable. 
We must name patriarchy 
and ensure accountability.”

Eva Smedberg, deputy 
head of mission at the 
Embassy of Sweden, noted 
both the distressing statistics 
and the determination to 
act. “Challenging harmful 
norms and power structures 
is essential. Digital violence 
is rising fast, threatening 
women in public life. We 
know the facts -- now we 
must act.”

Swiss Ambassador Reto 
Renggli said preventing 
violence is a shared 
responsibility, and solutions 
must be locally rooted and 
culturally grounded. 

“Digital spaces, once seen 
as safe, now expose women 
to harassment and silencing. 
Switzerland remains 
committed to working 
with the government, 
civil society and youth to 
promote dignity, equity, 
and justice.”

The event was moderated 
by Shaheen Anam.
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