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DHAKA: Former Bangladeshi students are turning to
social media to detail allegations of “rampant” sex
abuse at the hands of teachers and older pupils in Is-
lamic schools, breaking their silence on a taboo topic
in the conservative country. Child abuse in madrasas
has long gone unreported in Bangladesh, a Muslim-
majority nation where hardline Islamist groups draw
their support from the tens of thousands of schools
across the nation of 169 million people.

But in the wake of a brutal murder of a teenage
girl who was burnt to death in April after accusing
her headteacher of sexual assault, such incidents
have been subject to national scrutiny and debate
for the first time. In July alone, at least five madrasa
teachers were arrested on rape charges against boys
and girls under their care. Several senior students
were also held by police over the rape and behead-
ing of an 11-year-old orphan, while a Dhaka cleric
and seminary teacher was charged with sexually as-
saulting a dozen boys aged between 12 and 19.

The accusations reveal how students from
poorer and rural backgrounds, whose parents send
them to madrasas as they are more affordable than
secular schools, are disproportionately affected by
the abuse. Rights activists said the assaults —
which range from violent rapes to forcible kissing
— are so pervasive that the cases reported in the
media are just the tip of the iceberg. “For years
these crimes eluded spotlight due to sensitivity of
the subject,” Abdus Shahid, the head of child rights’
group Bangladesh Shishu Odhikar Forum said.
“Devout Muslims send children to madrasas, but
they don’t speak up about these crimes as they feel

it would harm these key religious institutions.”

‘Widespread and rampant’ 
Hojaifa al Mamduh, who studied in three madrasas

in the capital Dhaka, published a series of posts on
Facebook in July detailing the abuses endured by stu-
dents including himself. The assaults were “so wide-
spread in the madrasas, every student who has
studied there knows about it”, Al Mamduh, now a
journalism student at a Dhaka University, told AFP.
“Many madrasa teachers I know consider sex with
children a lesser crime than consensual extramarital
sex with women. Since they live in the same dormito-
ries, the perpetrators can easily hide their crimes and
put pressure on their poor students to keep mum.”

The 23-year-old’s posts generated heated debate
in the country, and he was personally threatened. He
was accused of being “an agent of Jews and Chris-
tians” and smearing the “sacred image” of a madrasa
by one social media user. Another reminded him of
the fate of Avijit Roy, a top Bangladeshi atheist blog-
ger and writer who was hacked to death by Islamist
extremists in 2015. But his posts encouraged others
to share their own experiences of alleged sex crimes.

Mostakimbillah Masum, who published his story
on a feminist website, said he was “first raped by an
elder student in my madrasa when I was just seven”.
The 25-year-old told AFP that another one of his
rapists was “a teacher who made me unconscious
and raped me. It traumatized me permanently”.
“Dozens of madrasa students I know were either
raped or witnessed rapes and sexual assaults of their
fellow students,” he added. “It is so rampant almost

every madrasa has a fair share of such stories.”

Culture of impunity 
Madrasa teachers have strongly denied the alle-

gations, calling them “negative propaganda”. Mah-
fuzul Haq, a principal of a madrasa in Mohammadpur
where Al Mamduh studied, told AFP “one or two
isolated incidents can happen” as there were 20,000
madrasas in the South Asian nation. “Those who
don’t like to study in madrasas are spreading these
stories,” he added.

A spokesman for hardline Islamist group
Hefazat-e-Islami, which represents a coalition of
thousands of madrasas, said his organization told a
recent conference of 1,200 principals to take “tough
stand against any sex crimes”. However, there has
been growing acknowledgment of the alleged of-
fences. Pro-Islamic website Fateh24.com, viewed as
a voice for the madrasas, pointed out in a report that
children were at risk in smaller seminaries run by just
one or two teachers and that had no oversight from
governing bodies. —AFP

Bangladeshis speak up about the 
‘rampant’ rapes in Islamic schools

Incidents have been subject to national scrutiny and debate for the first time

DHAKA: In this photo taken on July 15, 2019, Hojaifa Al Mamduh, a former madrasa student who is now studying
journalism at a Dhaka university, poses for a photo. —AFP

Thai court upholds 
death sentence 
for Myanmar men 
NONTHABURI: Two Myanmar migrant workers
sentenced to death for the brutal murder of a pair of
British backpackers in Thailand lost their final appeal
yesterday in a case tainted by claims of irregularities.
Zaw Lin and Win Zaw Tun were found guilty of the
rape and murder of Hannah Witheridge, 23, and of
killing David Miller, 24, after their battered bodies
were found on a beach on the southern resort island
of Koh Tao in September 2014.

Prosecutors insisted the evidence against the
men from Myanmar’s impoverished Rakhine state
was clear, and announcing the verdict of a final ap-
peal yesterday, Thailand’s top court agreed. “The
Supreme Court upholds the verdict from the first
court and the appeal court,” a judge told the stone-
faced defendants, who were wearing khaki prison
garb. Their last hope now is for a royal pardon or
commutation. During the proceedings, the defence
said the evidence was not reliable as authorities
mishandled DNA, did not allow independent analy-
sis of samples and used confessions the pair said
were forced. 

Police were also accused of buckling under pres-
sure to solve a crime that made global headlines and
threatened a tourism sector that accounts for a fifth
of Thailand’s economy. The original verdicts on the
2014 double killing divided relatives of the victims.
Miller’s parents backed the court’s conviction, but the
family of Witheridge were more cautious, and a sister
called the investigation “bungled”. Yesterday’s ruling
said the confessions held up, as did forensic tests. But
defense lawyer Nadthasiri Bergman told AFP her
clients didn’t have interpreters or lawyers when the
police obtained the confessions.  “Using all of that is
a legal problem,” she said outside the court, after the
decision was handed down. Chief defence lawyer
Nakhon Chompuchat said his clients were “shocked”
by the verdict. “They absolutely still deny any wrong-
doing,” he said. “They are very worried about when
they will be executed. It was very difficult to tell them,
even though they were prepared.” The case was also
watched closely in Myanmar, where many felt they
had been given an unfair trial.

Protests were triggered outside the Thai em-
bassy in Myanmar’s commercial capital Yangon after
the original convictions. Thailand’s legal system is
notoriously opaque, with some cases flying through
the courts and others taking years. Last year Thai-
land carried out its first execution since 2009,
prompting criticism by rights groups who had
hoped the country was moving towards abolishing
the practice.  —AFP

India seeks to
ease concerns 
on its ‘citizens
register’
NEW DELHI: India’s government sought yes-
terday to ease concerns about an imminent
“citizens’ register” in the state of Assam that
has left several million people, mostly Mus-
lims, fearful of becoming stateless. A draft
register last year left off more than four mil-
lion people living in the north-eastern state,
and India’s Hindu nationalist government has
indicated it wants to replicate the process na-
tionwide.

“DO NOT BELIEVE RUMOURS ABOUT
NRC,” a spokesperson for the Indian home
ministry tweeted in capital letters, referring to
the final National Register of Citizens (NRC)
due to be published on Saturday. “Non-inclu-
sion of a person’s name in NRC does NOT
amount to his/her being declared a foreigner.
Every individual left out from final NRC can
appeal to Foreigners Tribunals, an increased
number of which are being established,” the
tweet added.

Assam is an isolated state of 33 million

people in the northeast of India, largely cut
off from the rest of the country by
Bangladesh, which was formed after East Pak-
istan declared independence from Islamabad
in 1971, sparking a brutal war. Hundreds of
thousands of people fled to India during the
fighting. Officials say those appealing against
exclusion from the NRC need to be able to
prove they or their forebears were in India
before 1971 — a huge challenge for people in
a state where illiteracy is rife and where many
lack the necessary documentation.

The roughly two million people who are
expected to be left off the final register being
published on Saturday will have 120 days to
appeal. Those rejected can then be declared
foreigners and face being stripped of their In-
dian citizenship and rights, put in a detention
camp and even deported. A majority of those
affected are Muslims, and critics of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) say this reflects
its aim to serve only its co-religionists.

In January the lower house passed legisla-
tion that stands to grant citizenship to people
who moved to India from Bangladesh, Pakistan
and Afghanistan as recently as six years ago
— but not if they are Muslim. Home Minister
Amit Shah, Modi’s right-hand-man, has called
for the ejection of “termites” from of India and
said before the BJP’s election victory in May
that it would “run a countrywide campaign to
send back the infiltrators”. —AFP


