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1.0 Introduction 

Women’s empowerment has emerged as a central concern in the global discourse on development, 

human rights, and social justice. It signifies more than the mere inclusion of women in economic and 

political spheres; it involves the transformation of social relations, structures, and institutions that 

have historically perpetuated gender inequality. In the context of Bangladesh, women’s empowerment 

represents both a remarkable story of progress and a persistent struggle against deep-rooted 

patriarchal norms, discriminatory legal practices, and socio-cultural barriers. Over the past five 

decades, Bangladesh has achieved significant milestones in gender parity—particularly in education, 

health, and labor force participation—earning international recognition as a model for gender-

responsive development among developing nations. Yet, despite these achievements, women continue 

to face systemic discrimination and limited access to justice, resources, and decision-making power. 

The socio-legal dimensions of women’s empowerment in Bangladesh reflect a dynamic intersection 

between law, society, and gender relations. The Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh 

guarantees equality before the law and prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex. Furthermore, the 

state has enacted numerous laws and policies—such as the Dowry Prohibition Act (1980), the 

Prevention of Oppression against Women and Children Act (2000), and the Domestic Violence 

(Prevention and Protection) Act (2010)—to safeguard women’s rights and promote gender equality. 

However, the effectiveness of these legal frameworks remains constrained by social attitudes, 

institutional weaknesses, and inadequate enforcement mechanisms. In many cases, the gap between 

formal legal equality and substantive gender justice persists, especially for rural and marginalized 

women. 

 

From a socio-legal perspective, empowerment entails more than the codification of rights; it requires 

the social acceptance and realization of those rights in everyday life. Women’s ability to access 

justice, own property, participate in governance, and make independent life choices depends not only 

on legislative reforms but also on shifts in societal perceptions, family structures, and community 

norms. Religious interpretations, customary practices, and economic dependency often mediate 

women’s interactions with the legal system, thereby shaping the extent to which empowerment is 

realized in practice. 

 

In recent decades, the role of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), international development 

partners, and grassroots women’s movements has been instrumental in bridging the gap between law 

and lived reality. These actors have contributed to legal literacy, microfinance initiatives, and 



Canadian Journal of Researcher’s Society 
ISSN 4916-9718 (Print) ISSN 4916-9728 (Online) 

Vol: 16, No: 01, 2026 canadianrc.org/journals 

 

39 
 

advocacy for gender-sensitive policy reforms. Nonetheless, challenges remain in ensuring that legal 

empowerment translates into genuine autonomy and equality for all women, irrespective of class, 

geography, or social background. 

 

This article explores the socio-legal dimensions of women’s empowerment in Bangladesh by 

analyzing the interplay between legal reforms, social institutions, and cultural norms. It examines how 

laws and policies intended to empower women operate within broader social contexts, highlighting 

both achievements and enduring constraints. The discussion aims to assess the extent to which 

Bangladesh’s legal and social systems have succeeded—or failed—in enabling women to exercise 

agency, claim their rights, and participate equally in public and private life. Ultimately, the study 

underscores that women’s empowerment in Bangladesh is not merely a legal or economic issue, but a 

deeply social process requiring sustained transformation at multiple levels of society. 

 

2.0 Defining Women Empowerment 

“Women’s empowerment” is a multi-dimensional concept. The United Nations defines it broadly as a 

process through which women gain power and control over their own lives and acquire the ability to 

make strategic life choices in a context where such ability was previously denied. Empowerment 

therefore involves increasing women’s agency (the ability to make meaningful choices), access to 

resources (economic, social, political, legal), and participation (in decision-making in household, 

community, society) while addressing structural constraints. 

 

In Bangladesh, empowerment is often framed across the "three E’s": Economic (income, 

employment, entrepreneurial opportunities), Educational/Capability (skills, knowledge, health, 

mobility) and Equality/Agency (decision-making power, autonomy, participation). The socio-legal 

dimension emphasizes how social norms, customary practices, and the law (both statutory and 

customary/personal laws) interact to shape women’s possibilities. 

 

Thus, when we speak of “socio-legal barriers” we refer to those obstacles created by social structures, 

cultural expectations, and legal/policy frameworks (or lack thereof) that disadvantage women. 

Prospects refer to the opportunities, reforms, policy initiatives, shifting norms and possibilities for 

change. 

 

3.0 Conceptual Framework of Women’s Empowerment 

3.1 Definition and Dimensions 

Women’s empowerment is a multidimensional construct encompassing: 

1. Economic Empowerment: Access to employment, financial independence, control over income, 

and ownership of assets. 

2. Political Empowerment: Participation in decision-making processes at local, regional, and 

national levels. 

3. Social and Cultural Empowerment: Ability to challenge discriminatory social norms, access 

education and healthcare, and participate freely in public life. 
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4. Legal Empowerment: Awareness and exercise of legal rights, access to justice, and protection 

under the law (UN Women, 2015). 

Empowerment requires not only resources and opportunities but also agency — the capacity to define 

goals and make strategic life choices in the face of structural constraints (Kabeer, 1999). In 

Bangladesh, the socio-legal framework shapes both the opportunities and constraints women 

encounter in pursuing these dimensions. 

 

3.2 Legal Framework for Women’s Empowerment in Bangladesh 

Legal Framework for Women’s Empowerment in Bangladesh is given below: 

Level Law / Instrument 

Key Provisions 

Related to 

Women’s 

Empowerment 

 

Implementing / 

Supervisory Body 
Remarks / Impact 

1. Constitutional 

Framework 

Constitution of the 

People’s Republic 

of Bangladesh 

(1972) 

- Preamble: Ensures 

equality, 

democracy, human 

dignity. 

- Art. 10: 

Participation of 

women in all 
spheres of national 

life. 

- Art. 19(1) & (3): 

Equal opportunity 

for all citizens. 

- Art. 27: Equality 

before law. 

- Art. 28(1–4): 

Prohibits 

discrimination on 

grounds of sex; 

allows affirmative 
action for women. 

- Art. 65(3): 

Reserved seats for 

women in 

Parliament. 

 

Ministry of Law, 

Justice & 

Parliamentary 

Affairs; Election 

Commission 

Constitutional 

guarantees form the 

foundation for 

women’s 

empowerment and 

gender equity. 

2. Civil & Family 

Law Framework 

Muslim Family 

Laws Ordinance, 

1961 

Regulates marriage, 

divorce, 

maintenance, and 

polygamy; ensures 

registration of 

marriages and 
divorces. 

 

Ministry of Law & 

Local Marriage 

Registrars 

Empowers women 

in marital 

relationships and 

protects their legal 

rights. 

 

Family Courts 

Ordinance, 1985 

Establishes Family 

Courts to deal with 

marriage, divorce, 

maintenance, 

guardianship, and 

dower disputes. 

 

Family Courts 

under District 

Judiciary 

Provides accessible 

legal remedies for 

women. 
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Hindu Marriage 

Registration Act, 

2012 

Legalizes voluntary 
registration of 

Hindu marriages, 

protecting women’s 

marital rights. 

 

Ministry of Law & 

Religious Affairs 

A step toward 

equality for 

minority women. 

3. Criminal & 

Protection Laws 

Nari o Shishu 

Nirjatan Daman 

Ain, 2000 

(Amended 2003) 

Prevents violence 

against women and 

children including 

rape, dowry death, 

acid attack, and 

trafficking. 

Police, Women and 

Children 

Repression 

Prevention Tribunal 

Strong deterrent 

legal instrument 

against gender-

based violence. 

 
Dowry Prohibition 

Act, 1980 

Criminalizes giving, 

taking, or 
demanding dowry. 

Police, Local 

Courts 

Addresses one of 

the major causes of 

domestic violence. 
 

 
Acid Crime 

Control Act, 2002 

& Acid Control 

Act, 2002 

Controls acid sales 

and punishes acid 

attacks (often 

targeting women). 

 

Home Ministry, 

Acid Control 

Council 

Significant 

reduction in acid 

violence after 

enactment. 

 

Prevention and 

Suppression of 

Human 

Trafficking Act, 

2012 

Prevents human 

trafficking, 

especially of 

women and 

children; provides 

rehabilitation 

support. 
 

Ministry of Home 

Affairs 

Aligns with 

international anti-

trafficking 

standards. 

 

Domestic Violence 

(Prevention and 

Protection) Act, 

2010 

Defines domestic 

violence broadly 

and provides 

protection orders 

and services for 

victims. 

 

Ministry of Women 

and Children 

Affairs (MoWCA) 

First comprehensive 

domestic violence 

law in Bangladesh. 

4. Labor & 

Economic Rights 

Bangladesh Labor 

Act, 2006 

(Amended 2018) 

Ensures maternity 

leave, prohibits 

sexual harassment, 

and provides equal 

pay. 

Ministry of Labor 

& Employment 

Strengthens 

women’s rights in 

formal and informal 

sectors. 

 

National Women 

Development 

Policy, 2011 

Promotes equal 
access to property, 

education, 

employment, and 

political 

participation. 

 

MoWCA 

Broad policy 

commitment to 

gender 

mainstreaming. 

5. Political 

Empowerment 

Representation of 

the People Order, 

1972 (Amended) 

Provides for 

women’s 

participation in 

elections; political 

parties encouraged 

to nominate women. 

 

Election 

Commission 

Enhanced women’s 

visibility in political 

processes. 

 

Local Government 

Acts (Union 

Parishad, Upazila, 

Reserved seats for 
women; direct 

election of women 

Ministry of Local 

Government 

Increases 
grassroots-level 

participation. 



Canadian Journal of Researcher’s Society 
ISSN 4916-9718 (Print) ISSN 4916-9728 (Online) 

Vol: 16, No: 01, 2026 canadianrc.org/journals 

 

42 
 

Pourashava) members. 
 

 

6. International 

Commitments 

Convention on the 

Elimination of All 

Forms of 

Discrimination 

Against Women 

(CEDAW), 1979 

Bangladesh ratified 

in 1984 (with some 

reservations).  

 

Commits to 

eliminating 

discrimination in all 

fields. 

 

MoWCA, Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs 

Core global treaty 

guiding national 

policy reforms. 

 
Beijing Platform 

for Action (1995) 

Framework for 

women’s 

empowerment in 12 

critical areas. 

MoWCA 

Guides gender 

equality strategies 

and policy updates. 

 
SDG Goal 5 

(Gender Equality) 

Aims to achieve 
gender equality and 

empower all women 

and girls by 2030. 

Planning 

Commission & 

MoWCA 

Integrates women’s 
empowerment in 

national 

development plans. 

7. Institutional 

Mechanisms 

Ministry of 

Women and 

Children Affairs 

(MoWCA) 

Policy formulation, 

program 

implementation, 

and monitoring of 

women’s 

development. 

 

Government of 

Bangladesh 

Central 

coordinating body 

for gender issues. 

 

National Council 

for Women’s 

Development 

(NCWD) 

Oversees policy 

execution and inter-

ministerial 
coordination. 

 

Prime Minister’s 

Office 

Ensures high-level 

political 
commitment. 

 

Department of 

Women Affairs 

(DWA) 

Implements field-

level projects for 

women’s education, 

training, and 

employment. 

MoWCA 

Operates women’s 

training centers and 

shelters. 

 

Despite these legislative measures, challenges persist in implementation due to corruption, lack of 

awareness, and socio-cultural resistance (Rahman & Kabir, 2015). 

 

3.3 Judicial Interpretation and Case Studies 

The judiciary in Bangladesh has played a significant role in interpreting laws related to women’s 

rights. Notable cases include: 

3.3.1 Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust v. Bangladesh (2004) 

The High Court emphasized the State’s obligation to protect women from domestic violence and 

ensure access to justice. 

3.3.2 Sheikh Hasina v. Bangladesh (2007) 

Judicial recognition of women’s equal right to employment in public offices reinforced constitutional 

guarantees. 

3.3.3 An illustrative case of inheritance rights (Shahana v. Rahman, 2015) 

The court upheld a woman’s claim to her rightful share of parental property under Muslim Personal 

Law, signaling progress in legal empowerment despite social opposition. 



Canadian Journal of Researcher’s Society 
ISSN 4916-9718 (Print) ISSN 4916-9728 (Online) 

Vol: 16, No: 01, 2026 canadianrc.org/journals 

 

43 
 

 

These cases demonstrate judicial activism’s potential to reinforce women’s legal rights, yet 

enforcement remains inconsistent at lower levels of the judiciary. 

 

4.0 Barriers to Women’s Empowerment in Bangladesh 

4.1 Social and Cultural Barriers 

4.1.1 Patriarchy and gender-norms 

o The patriarchal social system remains dominant in Bangladesh: men traditionally hold authority 

over women in family, community and society. Women’s mobility, decision-making, dress, 

behavior are regulated by norms.  

o Customs such as purdah limit women’s public participation and reinforce an expectation of 

women’s seclusion or domestic confinement.  

o Social conditioning of married women emphasizes prioritizing the husband’s family, domestic 

duties, modest behavior, and limited social interactions.  

4.1.2 Early marriage, child-bearing and drop-out from education 

o Early marriage remains a major barrier: nearly 60 % of adolescent girls in Bangladesh get married 

before age 18.  

o Early marriage tends to force girls out of school, hampers their future education/employment, and 

reduces their agency.  

o Societal expectations around motherhood and domestic responsibilities often override women’s 

aspirations for further education or employment. 

4.1.3 Mobility and safety constraints 

o Women’s mobility is often restricted due to concerns about honor, family reputation, and safety 

(in public transport, workplaces). This limits access to jobs, training, and markets.  

o Harassment (sexual harassment, gender-based violence) in public and workplaces creates 

deterrents.  

4.1.4 Role of social institutions: family, community, religion 

o Families expect women to remain primarily care-givers; daughters, wives and mothers often 

sacrifice their personal development or income for household needs.  

o Community norms enforce conformity; deviation (e.g., a woman working late, travelling alone) 

may bring social stigma. 

o Misinterpretation of religion and conservative religious beliefs sometimes justify restrictions on 

women’s rights, mobility and roles.  

 

4.2 Economic and Institutional Barriers 

4.2.1 Labor-market participation and quality of work 

o Though women’s participation has increased, it remains relatively low compared to men and 

skewed toward informal, low-paid, precarious jobs. For example, only about 14% of working-age 

women are in active employment while men are far higher; about 92 % of employed women work 

in the informal sector.  
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o Gender wage gaps persist; women are concentrated in lower-productive sectors (agriculture, 

informal), fewer in high-skill/high-pay jobs.  

o Women entrepreneurs form only a small share of total entrepreneurs (~7 %) and often face 

difficulties in accessing credit, collateral, and markets.  

4.2.2 Access to resources: credit, land, property, training 

o Women face structural disadvantages in accessing land, property rights, and collateral to obtain 

credit. This limits their ability to undertake business, invest, and scale up.  

o Training for income-generating skills may exist, but translating this into sustained employment or 

entrepreneurship is limited by social/institutional constraints.  

o Informal constraints: e.g., banks rejecting women’s loan applications without explanation, or 

requiring male guarantors.  

4.2.3 Informal work, unpaid care burden, and balancing responsibilities 

o A large share of women’s work is unpaid (housework, care-giving) which is rarely counted as 

economic contribution or offers little autonomy.  

o Lack of institutional support (childcare, flexible work) means women may drop out of workforce 

or be unable to pursue fully paid work.  

o At the same time, the informal sector tends to lack social protection, security, safe working 

conditions. Women in such jobs are vulnerable.  

 

4.3 Legal and Institutional Barriers 

4.3.1 Personal laws, family laws and discriminatory provisions 

o Although the constitution provides for equality before law, in practice many personal laws (for 

Muslims, Hindus etc.) govern marriage, divorce, custody, inheritance, guardianship and these 

often favor men.  

o For example: men often have greater rights in divorce, child guardianship; inheritance laws favor 

male heirs. These restrict women’s legal and financial agency.  

4.3.2 Access to justice, legal awareness and implementation gaps 

o Women face barriers in accessing justice: lack of legal identity, low awareness of rights, cost of 

legal services, unaccountable justice system.  

o Courts, police stations, legal institutions may not be women-friendly (lack of female 

lawyers/judges, harassment, biases) which dissuades women from pursuing rights.  

o Even when laws exist (on violence, child marriage etc), enforcement and implementation remain 

weak; social accountability mechanisms are weak.  

4.3.3 Policy, institutional culture, and governance issues 

o Governance and institutional culture in Bangladesh include corruption, lack of transparency, weak 

accountability, which hamper equitable service delivery.  

o Policies may exist but few mechanisms ensure gender-sensitive budgeting, monitoring of gender 

outcomes, or adaptation to rural/urban variations. 

o Legal texts sometimes remain in English, inaccessible to many women with low literacy, and 

legal processes may be overly complex or costly.  
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4.3.4 Violence against women and insecurity 

o Gender-based violence (domestic violence, sexual harassment, acid attacks) remains pervasive 

and constitutes a serious barrier to women’s empowerment — as insecurity constrains women’s 

mobility, choices and wellbeing.  

o Legal protections may exist, but poor reporting, weak conviction rates, social stigma and victim-

blaming reduce their effectiveness.  

 

4.4 Interlink ages of Barriers 

It is important to note that these barriers do not operate in isolation; rather they interlink and reinforce 

each other. For example: 

• A girl from a rural area may drop out of school because of early marriage (social barrier), then 

lack of training and mobility (economic barrier) plus legal ignorance (legal barrier) limits her 

employment options. 

• A woman entrepreneur may find credit inaccessible (economic barrier) because she lacks legal 

property rights (legal barrier) and is socially discouraged from travelling to meet clients (social 

barrier). 

• Violence or lack of safety (legal/institutional barrier) may cause women to avoid public transport 

or workplaces (social barrier), limiting their labor participation (economic barrier). 

Thus, any effective strategy for women’s empowerment must take a holistic, intersectional approach 

addressing social, economic and legal dimensions together rather than in silos. 

 

5.0 Prospects for Women’s Empowerment in Bangladesh 

Despite the formidable barriers described above, there are also concrete signs of progress and fresh 

opportunities. The prospects can be categorized into educational/skills, economic/employment, 

legal/institutional reform, and socio-cultural change. 

 

5.1 Educational and skills advancement 

• Bangladesh has achieved near parity or even female advantage in primary and secondary school 

enrolment in many districts.  

• Increasing numbers of women are entering tertiary education, technical education, vocational 

training programs targeted at women. 

• Greater internet access and digital platforms provide opportunities for women to learn, network, 

and access markets remotely — potentially easing mobility constraints. 

 

5.2 Economic participation and entrepreneurship 

• The garments industry, microfinance, home-based enterprises and digital/e-commerce platforms 

have opened up new employment avenues for women.  

• The government and financial institutions are introducing gender-sensitive financing measures: 

for instance, in one note, Bangladesh Bank mandated that 10% of CMSME loan portfolios go to 

women entrepreneurs, with plans to increase to 15%.  
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• Growth of rural women’s enterprises (handicrafts, agro-processing) supported by NGOs and 

value-chain development provide scope for local economic empowerment.  

 

5.3 Legal and institutional reforms 

• Bangladesh has adopted several legislative measures: for example, anti-dowry laws, laws against 

violence, child marriage prohibition, etc.  

• There is increasing civil society activism, women’s rights organizations working on legal literacy, 

rights awareness, capacity building of women in legal profession.  

• Global momentum (SDGs, gender equality drives) provides external impetus for reforms and 

accountability.  

 

5.4 Changing social/cultural dynamics 

• As more women work in the public domain (garments, services, NGOs), their visibility and 

contribution increase, gradually shifting social perceptions.  

• Younger generations, urban populations, media and communications are exposing women and 

men to alternative gender roles and rights-based discourse. 

• The notion of women’s rights and empowerment is increasingly part of public development 

policy and national debate in Bangladesh. This creates a favourable climate for change. 

 

5.5 Potential for scaling and innovation 

• Digital platforms and remote work can bypass some mobility and safety constraints for women. 

• Community networks, women’s cooperatives, self-help groups provide peer support, leverage 

social capital for empowerment. 

• Gender budgeting, corporate gender targets, public-private partnerships for women’s economic 

inclusion offer scalable models. 

 

6.0 Challenges in Realizing the Prospects 

While the prospects are real, they are not unproblematic. Some key challenges to converting prospects 

into meaningful empowerment include: 

• Simply increasing enrolment of girls does not automatically translate into higher employment or 

agency unless skills, linkages, mobility and job quality are addressed. 

• Women’s jobs may be available, but if they are low-paid, informal, lacking benefits and decision-

making power, then empowerment remains partial. 

• Legal reforms may exist on paper but weak enforcement, lack of resources, institutional inertia 

still reduces their impact. 

• Social norms and attitudes change slowly; generation-long practices cannot be shifted overnight. 

• Intersectional issues (rural/urban divide, poverty, ethnic minority status, disability) mean that 

many women remain very far behind. 

• Women’s voice and representation in leadership (political, corporate) remains low; thus decision‐

making remains male dominated.  
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7.0 Recommendations 

To strengthen the pathway toward women’s empowerment in Bangladesh, a multi-pronged strategy is 

essential: 

 

7.1 Strengthen legal and institutional frameworks 

o Review and reform discriminatory personal laws (marriage, divorce, inheritance, guardianship) to 

ensure gender equality in practice. 

o Ensure laws are accessible (in local language), simplify procedures, and reduce cost and 

complexity of access to justice for women. 

o Strengthen institutional mechanisms for rights protection: women help-desks in police stations, 

gender-sensitive courts, and fast-track mechanisms for violence against women, legal aid for 

women. 

 

7.2 Enhance access to economic resources and decent employment 

o Increase women’s access to land/property rights and credit (including collateral-free or minimal 

collateral options). 

o Promote female entrepreneurship via training, mentoring, market linkages, incubation support, 

and gender-responsive financial services. 

o Encourage formalization of women’s employment and ensure labor protections (wages, safe 

conditions, social protection). 

o Develop childcare facilities, flexible working hours and transport safety to support women’s 

workforce participation. 

 

7.3 Transform social norms and build agency 

o Invest in gender-sensitive education starting at primary level: curricula that challenge stereotypes, 

promote girls’ aspirations, encourage boys’ and girls’ equal participation. 

o Engage community leaders, religious leaders, men and boys in gender awareness campaigns to 

shift patriarchal attitudes. 

o Support women’s collective organization (self-help groups, cooperatives, women’s forums) to 

build social capital and voice. 

 

7.4 Promote education and skill development 

o Prioritize retention of girls in secondary/tertiary education, especially in rural areas, and create 

pathways to technical and vocational training aligned with labor market. 

o Expand digital literacy, online learning, remote job options for women in remote/rural settings. 

o Encourage women’s participation in STEM fields, leadership training, and mentorship programs. 

 

7.5 Gender‐responsive policy and monitoring 

o Institutionalize gender-budgeting in all ministries and agencies; monitor gender outcomes, not just 

inputs. 

o Disaggregate data by gender, location, income, and monitor progress on key indicators (labor 

force participation, wage gaps, violence rates, justice outcomes). 
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o Foster partnerships between government, civil society, private sector and donors to support 

scalable models of women’s empowerment. 

 

7.6 Strengthen safety, mobility and public infrastructure 

o Improve public transport safety (women-friendly facilities), street lighting, and safe housing for 

women migrants or urban workers. 

o Enforce workplace harassment laws, create women-friendly workplaces. 

o Address gender-based violence through prevention, survivor support, legal redress, rehabilitation. 

 

8.0 Conclusion 

Women’s empowerment in Bangladesh is a complex interplay of socio-cultural, economic, and legal 

factors. While constitutional guarantees and legislative frameworks provide a strong foundation, 

entrenched patriarchal norms, limited legal awareness, and weak enforcement mechanisms continue to 

impede genuine empowerment. Judicial activism, microfinance, educational initiatives, and policy 

reforms have contributed positively, yet transformative change requires coordinated efforts across 

legal, social, and economic domains. 

 

Future strategies must integrate legal reforms with cultural change, economic empowerment, and 

political participation to ensure women can exercise agency, claim their rights, and contribute fully to 

national development. Socio-legal empowerment is not merely a matter of policy or legislation; it is 

about reshaping societal attitudes, strengthening institutions, and creating a supportive environment 

for women to thrive in every dimension of life. 
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