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Up Close: Asian University for Women

Kamal Ahmad

At a time when equalizing measures like affirmative action are being challenged, 
a women’s university is uplifting the most neglected and defenseless populations in 
Bangladesh. Yet the Asian University for Women (AUW

-
ism, it advocates for regional collaboration in its student body. In a conflict-ridden 
world, it marshals political, financial, and diplomatic prowess to provide a liber -
ating pathway to those marooned in conflict. While fostering equality through its 
undergraduate and graduate programs, AUW has raised an age-old question con

 
and refiective of their aspirations to be equal participants in the comity of na -

tions. At the outset, the dominant institutional model in former British colonies 
was of the Oxbridge variety: residential universities that offered neoclassical edu -
cation. These universities were expected to produce a cadre of native civil servants 
in the image of the former colonial civil services. 1 During this era, this model was 
further infiuenced by U.S. land grant universities of the nineteenth century, whose 
practical approach to education became the mainstay in flelds such as agriculture 
and engineering. 2 An example of this infiuence is the historic establishment of the 

3

In the early 1970s, however, the prevailing regard for universities in the region 
began to shift. The tumultuous student unrest that had become ubiquitous inter-  
nationally by 1968–surfacing in capital cities such as Mexico City, Paris, and 
Dhaka–revealed the power within universities to rally political protest against 
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the establishment that could threaten the edifice of the state.4 By consequence, 
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another to hold classes, often in the subjects of information technology, business 
management, pharmacology, and accounting–coveted disciplines that hold good 
prospects for students seeking immediate employment after graduation.

Between the deterioration of public universities, the emergence of private uni-
versities catering to a narrow stream of vocational subjects, and the development 
of an even narrower socioeconomic band of students, a few things have been lost. 
For instance, education in the liberal arts and sciences is easily forsaken, since it 
may appear to be unprofitable or unaffordable from a business perspective. In 
terms of profitability, liberal arts graduates may not be able to qualify for lucrative 
technical jobs. As for affordability, private universities are dependent on tuition 
revenues, and may not have the capital to support research or build resources like 
scientific laboratories. In addition, the notion of demonstrated talent and merit 
opening doors to socioeconomic advancement has also become devalued by the 
money and political connections that supersede the advantages of merit alone. 

It was in this context that the Asian University for Women (AUW) was con-
ceived in the early 2000s.10 Following its establishment as an independent inter-
national university in 2008, it has worked to nurture a spirit of comprehensive 
inquiry in its students through undergraduate programs in the liberal arts and 
sciences, and graduate programs in professional fields. The entire undergraduate 
program is designed to spur curiosity, imagination, and experience with differ-
ent modes of analysis, while the master’s programs are a bridge to the world of 
livelihood. For instance, one new interdisciplinary major for undergraduate stud-
ies, supported by the Mellon Foundation, combines the humanities with history, 
religion, philosophy, and literature.11 The master’s programs, on the other hand, 
are all geared toward employment. The MA in education, MA in apparel and retail 
management, and MA in drug sciences and bioinformatics are a few examples of 
this.

To overcome pervasive discrimination on the basis of gender, class, and caste, 
the university’s founders positioned AUW as a sanctuary and springboard for proj-
ects that advance knowledge and justice. A charter enacted by the Parliament of 
Bangladesh protects the university from outside influence and engages the state as 
an enabler of AUW’s ambitions, which include the betterment of neglected popu-
lations.12 To support this goal, philanthropists paid to open its doors to those who 
are socially and economically marginalized. As a result, 85 percent of its students 
are on full or partial scholarships.13 Another strategic approach is the university’s 
decision to recruit faculty from around the world, which made it less constrained 
by the local academic ecology. An additional solution to local constraints has been 
the international scope codified in AUW’s charter that requires only 25 percent of 
enrolled students to be from the host country of Bangladesh. This assertive move 
shows how the genius of a university lies in universality and meritocracy free from 
nationalism. Because of these specific approaches, AUW has become a magnet for 
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students from twenty-two countries, and a gateway for them to enter prestigious 
graduate programs and professions. Richard Saller, who became the twelfth pres-
ident of Stanford University on September 1, 2023, captured the empowering es-
sence of AUW and its students in his inaugural address during Stanford’s convo-
cation ceremony in 2023: 

The lesson from [AUW students’] stories is the critical importance of their personal 
motivation in the pursuit of their own meaningful goals. The Asian University for 
Women instilled in them confidence in their own agency, and Stanford provided the 
resources to use their extraordinary talents in pursuit of their passions.14

By focusing on the education of women, AUW powerfully signals how impera-
tive it is to cultivate the minds of a population that has been relegated to the peri- 
phery of history for too long. At a time when values of meritocracy, secularism, 
fairness, and equal opportunity are receding in the face of a pernicious system–
one that sustains corruption, patronage, and hate-mongering (with its attendant 
violence)–AUW hopes to champion the restoration of humanity’s essential val-
ues. Universities cannot be bystanders in this pursuit. They must be engaged par-
ticipants in reshaping the world for the better by taking action in their chosen do-
mains and setting the agenda for research and advocacy.

The words Let no one ignorant of geometry enter were allegedly inscribed on the 
door of The Academy, a school founded by the ancient Greek philosopher 
Plato that grew out of a renowned institution in Athens. Though it takes 

part in this academic tradition, AUW has no such motto or desire to keep certain 
students excluded. Instead, it looks to welcome those who evince courage, out-
rage at injustice, and profound empathy. In our current political climate, in which 
equalizing measures like affirmative action are being challenged, AUW explores 
the most unsuspected settings for gifted women and invites them to consider en-
rolling as students. The university also positions itself as an educational pathway 
for adolescent girls who, in many parts of Asia, are rarely told that they have any 
value beyond marriage and childbearing. The idea that they are free to imagine 
and pursue their dreams often seems farfetched given their circumstances: dis-
placement, conflict, poverty, and so on. Such conditions leave girls and women 
vulnerable, so it is also imperative that the university earns the trust of families 
and the community in its recruitment efforts. A new school in a major city that 
demands no tuition or additional living expenses for some students could be sus-
pected of dangers like human trafficking. Earning trust in this context is neces-
sary, but once it is earned, it creates a new vision in those same communities that 
value girls and women in new ways.

AUW believes that Plato’s “geometry” and other prerequisites for success in 
college can be taught and learned in supportive and nurturing environments. 
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were stranded in Kabul just ahead of the NATO withdrawal of troops in 2021, AUW 
organized the evacuation of its entire community in Afghanistan.18 Since the re-
turn of the Taliban, another 500 Afghan students have been enrolled at AUW. More 
arrive each academic term, turning AUW into the single largest host of Afghan 
women students at any university. Similarly, with nearly 300 students from the 
Rohingya community, the university is arguably leading the way for the education 
of women belonging to this displaced ethnic group that has been escaping geno
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tial needs. These temporary quarters have limited space for the growing 
student population and incur high maintenance costs. Chittagong’s lim-
ited public services further increase the challenges of daily living for the 
academic community. The university’s dependence on this fragile infra-
structure will be significantly reduced once campus construction is com-
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traumatic backgrounds. In addition to these services, it has built dedicat-
ed spaces for vulnerable groups, such as the Rohingya Solidarity Center, 
to ensure that those in the university community who have endured the 
greatest setbacks receive the most support.

5.	 Research: At an institution where most faculty members carry a heavy 
burden of teaching, generating research has been challenging. And al-
though the university’s immediate surroundings provide ample opportu-
nities for studies in public health, environmental sciences, or refugee and 
migration issues, faculty participation in research within these areas is still 
forthcoming. However, research productivity is expected to rise as AUW 
establishes more graduate programs.

Most universities in the developing world are either state sponsored (pub-
lic sector) or supported through tuition revenues (private sector). In 
the rare cases in which an independent university develops without 

state funding, it is privileged to have a single philanthropic sponsor whose name 
the institution generally bears. (For example, Aga Khan University in Karachi, 
Pakistan, which was named after its founder Prince Aga Khan IV.) The Asian Uni-
versity for Women was created with an unusual mix of public and private charac-
teristics. It is independent of the state. It does not have an overarching sponsor, 
and is thus sustained by a wider array of supporters. It is international in its reach 
and resulting composition of students and faculty. Its principal focus is to educate 
women who do not have access to resources or opportunities for higher educa-
tion. And, as a liberal arts college, it eschews lecture-style classes in favor of close 
student-faculty interaction, making its teaching method more faculty-intensive.

If AUW succeeds in its vision, it will signal new possibilities for expanding the 
framework of higher education in the region. It will show how the state’s role in 
this level of education need not be defined as one of authoritative control, but 
instead as one that enables the ultimate mission of a university education to be 
realized. AUW’s focus on educating first-generation college students, and others 
whose social mobility is impeded by disadvantages, shows that affirmative action 
is far from an anachronistic practice. Rather, it is a social venture that must broad-
ly inform our best institutions, because any system that excludes large portions of 
its population from higher education and socioeconomic advancement imperils 
the fabric of society by sustaining unethical and illegitimate conditions. 
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